John 20:24:31
St Thomas

“Blind faith”  This is how Professor Richard Dawkins characterises Christianity.  In his book the God Delusion Dawkins writes: “religious faith … does not depend on rational justification”. How on earth can we believe in a God who we have not seen.  Everything else in the world – what we know - seems to depend upon physical evidence – what our senses tell us – what we see, hear, touch or smell – and from a scientific point of view what can be repeated in the lab - empirical evidence. 
But in fact we know things which go beyond this limited basis for knowledge.  I am not saying that we can prove the existence of God by rational argument.  I think that that is more of a stalemate.  Atheists have their beliefs and Christians theirs; neither can prove that the other is wrong and that he is right.  Ultimately we have to make a choice.  

However it is not irrational to believe in Jesus Christ.  Because we know things beyond what we can prove from a scientific perspective.  For example - we know that our husband or wife loves us for all sorts of reasons which would not stack up as scientific proof.  We know what happened in history – we know for example what happened when Julius Caesar invaded Britain – even though this event is not repeatable.   But are we really being irrational in what we believe about our spouse or about Julius Caesar? 
This chapter of John’s gospel might have been written just for those who take the view that Christianity is irrational.  “Let me see the evidence” Thomas is saying and unless I can put my hands in the places where he was wounded I will not believe.  I have a lot of sympathy with Thomas’s view.  He is not going to be taken for a fool.  How ridiculous to suggest that a man crucified by the Romans would rise from the dead.  People tortured and killed by the Romans stayed dead!  
But then he encounters the risen Christ and he says “My Lord and My God”.  Ultimately he does not need the physical proof.  He encounters the risen Christ and that is enough.  He goes further than any of the disciples in John’s gospel and he declares Jesus to be God!  He was not persuaded by evidence but by the presence of Jesus Christ.  His heart was changed.
So that is all very well for Thomas, you may say.  He met Jesus and he did not need any other evidence.  But what about us?  In our society, Dawkins seems to be winning the intellectual argument and our churches seem to be emptying.  It is so difficult now to find people to read lessons, act as treasurer, be a church warden.  The new generation of the middle aged residents of the 6 villages play tennis or take their children to cricket nets on Sunday mornings and read the God Delusion on their commuter train.  What can we as Christians do to help the people in this community meet with the risen Christ?

Well there is something that we can do.  The ministry team really need your help to do it.  We are doing something ambitious given the start of our interregnum, but we all feel that this is the right time and that God is guiding us on this.  With God’s help and your help what we have planned could entirely turn round the worshipping life of our community.
From Tuesday 20th September we will be running the Alpha Course in our Benefice and we are inviting the whole community to attend.  You may not know but in our community there are 1665 households.  All of them will receive during next week an invitation to attend the Alpha Course through the post.  We have a strong sense that there will be a substantial response.  We desperately need your help.

First, I would like to say something about the Alpha Course.  Over 2 million people in the UK and 14 million people world-wide have now attended this course.  The ministry team went on two days training a few weeks ago and were astonished by the one or two thousand attenders at the conference from every denomination and from every nation.  There were supporting addresses by a senior cleric at the Vatican, by Richard Charteris the Anglican Bishop of London (fresh from marrying the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge) and by pentecostals, methodists, orthodox, evangelicals – everyone.  It was like an assembly of the whole church.  
Jane Williams one of my tutors at ordination college and the wife of the Archbishop of Canterbury (whom I quote with her express permission and encouragement) describes Alpha as “very Anglican”.  This is a main stream course which has the approval at a high level of every Christian denomination.  
Who is it for:

· The course is primarily designed for people who are not church goers – but you can attend whether you are an atheist or an agnostic; a person who would call themselves a Christian but who does not attend church regularly

· Anyone who attends church but who would like to brush up on the basics – Christianity can be a bit like a movie which you start to watch half way through – you would have enjoyed it much more if you had seen it from the beginning – sometimes all of us have key questions which have never been answered and by the end of the course all will have been addressed
What happens:

· The evening starts with supper at 7.30pm and is an opportunity for all those attending to get to know each other

· Then there is a talk – which is on a video

· Then there is a group discussion – groups tend to be about 10-12 people

· A major feature of the group discussion is listening to what all those who have attended want to say – no statement or question asked will be too basic or can be wrong– we can all learn from each other

· The course is about 10 evenings long and includes a day in the middle – but most people will see this as rather a long commitment but tend to be able to make themselves available if they think it is worth it – so just suggest that they attend for the first one and see what they think
· There is no charge for the course but we may ask for donations to cover the cost of supper (but perhaps not on the first evening)
We really need your help:

· Praying – and hosting a prayer group on the same evening – this will be absolutely critical.

· Contacting friends and recommending that they attend the course:  if you find this difficult please remember that it is our duty to make disciples of all nations – Matthew 28:19. Just suggest that they attend the first evening.  Speak positively about the course to others – particularly if you have been on it before and experienced it.  
· We need some more experienced Christians who have not attended the course before to come and leaven the discussion groups.  So please do.  We also need some people who have attended the course before to act as helpers.  There will be a couple of training sessions for this.
· Cooking supper – we will need volunteers for this.

· Babysitting for younger couples who may wish to attend – it would be great if we could offer a baby sitting service for those who wish to attend but who might not otherwise be able to do so.

· If we have large numbers attending, setting out a village hall (low lighting etc) to make the atmosphere as friendly as possible and taking down at the end of the evening

· Church wardens or PCC members – we have some posters for you to put up in your church porches and on village notice boards – please could you check for your copy at the end of the service – I will have them by the door.
· Please drop me an email or telephone or speak after the service if you could help in any of these ways or 
To give you a little glimpse of what the course is like I am going to show you a brief clip from one of the talks given by Rev Nicky Gumbel.
CLIP
So I think you will see the style of the talks and the way they are presented.
Testimony
Lucy and I did the course in Tokyo when I was running my law firm’s office there and was over 40.  I was a bit reluctant to attend as I thought that talking about Christianity was embarassing and not quite right.  I was concerned that the people we would meet would have open toed sandals and be weird.  If pressed I would have said that I didn’t think much of Christianity and certainly not much of the church.  

However we found that the people on the course were really just like us.  Not surprising given that the course was being run for people like us.  It was great fun and very interesting.  But most of all it had a profound impact on both of us and I would not be standing here now if it had not been for the course.  Something happened – our hearts were changed.  I can say “my Lord and my God”  Please help us to give this opportunity to others.
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