
A view of ‘Christianity Explored’ 

(The course for enquirers of the Christian faith at All Souls)

Christianity Explored (CE) was created principally as an alternative to the Alpha course with three similarities:
1) A weekly course; each evening comprising a meal, a talk, and conversation in groups around tables.

2) A weekend away towards the end of a course seen as a suitable time of conversion.

3) An appeal that wherever you are at, you can come along and ask any questions, without any pressure.

And three major differences:
1) Much more emphasis on the serious of sin.

2) Much less emphasis on the Holy Spirit.

3) A broad attempt to fit the course around Mark’s Gospel with homework on selected passages.

Having been a leader on the course, I make the following criticisms and suggestions:
1) It is far too cerebral. City professionals may be met with intellectual answers, but people are generally met in the heart; relationship is the key and the power of doctrine is only a part of witnessing through relationship.

2) It is far too intense. People are not relaxed and, in particular, the weekend away is far too busy. The talks are (sometimes much) too long and a lot of unnecessary extra information is given. The fast pace of the talks provides little time to take them in and reflect upon them and assumptions are made that are not fleshed out.

3) A big majority of ‘enquirers’ are Christians already (or think they are or have some Christian background) and it is very important for them to be put on separate tables. The tables are top-heavy with three leaders and it is very unhelpful to be the only non-believer on a table who is without basic assumptions about the Bible, or about what Christianity is concerned. The course does start at and speed up to a rather high level of knowledge and assumption, especially as we are now in a ‘pre-Christian’ era where some people know nothing at all about Christianity. In general, life is more difficult for leaders than it needs to be in having to address enquirers at their table who are at very different stages of Christian understanding and background at the same time. 

4) Preparation for leaders may well have improved latterly, but it is asking a great deal to expect people in a busy, religious, task-filled church largely devoid of relationship to be able to suddenly model graceful, loving behaviour when it matters most. The skills required to lead a table are not at all proportional to Bible-knowledge, commitment, or enthusiasm, but rather the priority is to be welcoming, open, and able to draw out people’s concerns or questions. There is little in the church that affirms the typical member of All Souls so being invited to help lead Christianity Explored may be the first blast of affirmation in a long time and statements can then be made that are too simplistic, idealistic, or not grounded in mature experience.

5) Enquirers are wrongly told they must go through many hoops in order for them to become a Christian, and at this time, Christians may be very unhelpful in being actively judgmental on the person’s past. Yet after conversion the Holy Spirit is available to offer so much help in dealing with many of these ‘pre-requisites’.

6) Too little time is spent on apologetics, facing the realities of the modern fallen world, and having answers for difficult questions. This is actually more important than acquiring deeper Bible knowledge.
7) The overall issue is lack of trust; a huge effort is made as if to convert people under the strength of the course, speaker, leaders, organisers, helpers etc. when in fact conversion is God’s department for His glory.


When a salesperson persuades you to buy a product they say is excellent, but which later turns out to be disappointing, the greatest annoyance is not the faulty product itself, but that you thought the salesperson was like you, and had your best interests at heart, yet they have most likely moved on, and never cared. Likewise when an apparently new believer finds that church is (often a good deal) less inspiring than they had hoped for with much hypocrisy exposed, it is very damaging, particularly as high expectations are often built up prior to conversion. During the conversion process, the person thought they were important, but, now, as they are not cut out to be a preacher, or teacher, they feel quite irrelevant, and furthermore they have issues, and people are not available or qualified to help them. Did Christ die and then leave us as a done-deal? No! He already had prepared a place for us in heaven, and, though we have new perspective, He is the same God He said He was, prior to our conversion, indeed He loves us the same. Evangelism depends on both healthy churches, and individuals, being prepared to receive new Christians. Table leaders on CE lose touch with 90% of their enquirers within three years, and many soon leave the church. Unconditional, non-superficial, committed friendship has to be taught, modelled, and backed-up, throughout the church, not just an attempt made to cover it up by leaders as a means to the end of converting people. (1 John 1:3) ‘We proclaim the Gospel so that those who do not believe may have fellowship with us, (which is a purpose of its own), and through which we have fellowship with the Father.’ We should not want to raise expectations, particularly worldly ones, and then move on, but aim to move a non-believer to a position of uncertainty as to whether Jesus is God, love them, and let God work through that uncertainty with His love.


Christianity Explored works well in getting enquirers into church, the Bible, and some relationship with a little space to explore, but the course is not particularly non-Christian friendly, and ‘meets’ people only in a narrow range of all the places where ‘they are at’ adding much to what is necessary before and after conversion. I really do not like the idea that a non-Christian living with a partner outside marriage, is be told they cannot become a Christian unless they ditch their partner. I do not think a non-believer has to completely change their lifestyle, undergo basic discipleship training, and understand penal substitution theory, to become a Christian, all of which can be much more easily achieved after conversion, with the help of The Holy Spirit. There is an unhealthy legalistic streak in the course, which could be said to follow the adage: ‘Scratch a Christian – find a control freak’.

Most worrying to me personally is the apparent attempt to whip up an almost mild psychosis in people’s minds as a pre-cursor to conversion. I miss-trust Chemistry generally and I do think it is better for people to have a balanced view of what being a Christian is like in this world, so as to avoid hitting false expectations later. The message of martyrdom on the weekend away is also too much in the opposite direction, and un-necessary for a non-Christian to be confronted with. It also paints a false picture that the Christian life is all about suffering now and glory later; there is or should be joy and glory in this life! I do take a slightly longer-term view than just trying to convert some-body and believing in once saved, always saved, but, even if you have such a mentality, I would still say it is very important to give a balanced, middle-of-the road view of the benefits and struggles of Christian life, as well as the supreme benefit of eternal life. The provision of Bible verses as a sole response to difficult questions or situations, over-simplifies how they should be approached. Of course, it is a cause for great celebration when someone becomes a Christian, but more so when they persist in faith over many years, and this is more likely to happen if conversion takes place when they are in a sober, balanced state of mind. (As an extreme case, it is not good to encourage someone experiencing mood swings during mental illness to become a Christian, but rather encourage them to keep going as they are and let God worry about their salvation and to explore Christianity when they are better, and I believe such caution can be applied a more widely.) Unfortunately, many do fall away as their seed was perhaps sown among the thistles. Why sell, or even over-sell, the Gospel when there is such a good story to tell? The weekly talks do seem to be somewhat inconsistent, both within themselves, and with each other. I worry that unconditional love is taught, but not practised, and so eventually people feel receiving love, acceptance and rewards in church are conditional to their status, beliefs, or behaviour, beyond reasonable limits.


I am not sure how transferable the All Souls model of CE is and I feel other models should be considered. The Open to Question Group that I went to may be more suitable for some, being much more laid back with a meal, playing five minutes of a tape, and then going around the group to see what questions people had and then spending the evening answering them. This model, or somewhere between it and CE has not been properly tried and may work well. The Alpha Course was in fact primarily designed for Christians, and CE as well has the flavour of being for Christians, or a Christian’s attempt to decide what non-Christians want, rather than being built from the experience of coming alongside and empathising with non-Christians. The course may be less suitable for such as cell-church models (‘affinity’ outreach groups); a workplace cell may not have large building space or the required amount of time available. Yet such cells can do more for a community, for example, by involving pastoral care in their evangelism and having the flexibility to deal with those who have no knowledge. 

I would be happy to take a non-Christian along to CE with careful monitoring, but I would be a lot happier if the ‘pre-sale’ and ‘after-sale’ care was greatly improved. Practical difficulties such as having to tell an enquirer in May that there is a good course for them starting in October point to the lack of an all-round general focus on evangelism. Many church members need relationship training and their not knowing where to find, or how to develop, non-Christian contacts to invite on the course is the key issue. The Bible needs to be lived out throughout the church, not just taught, as part of a ‘bigger picture’ approach to evangelism. There is some degree of hypocrisy, for example, in preaching that Christians should not ‘go-out’ with non-Christians, while quietly encouraging use of hormones as a method of evangelism. As stated earlier the course does not meet a wide enough range of people where they are at, or properly accommodate those wishing to go at different speeds. Setting homework from the first evening is right for a few, but for many it is too big a leap. The high numbers that drop out, particularly at the beginning and after the weekend away are covered by statements such as ‘Most people who carry on past the weekend away become Christians’. A conversion through CE is a cause for celebration, but the course may have been only a minor final part in the work of the Holy Spirit throughout the person’s life. But the concern is for the people who unnecessarily do not stay the course. Let us hope that in ten years time it is not common for people to mention in bars matter-of-factly that they too once did an Alpha or CE course. However, even if the course is not entirely suitable for a large section of the un-churched there is much that is good, particularly the doctrine. Christianity Explored can and should be a very useful tool in evangelism, the success of the course depending largely on those running it and particularly the relationships they develop.

