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Well before Nicky Gumbel and the Alpha Course Roman Catholics were running their own Life in the Spirit seminars. Since 1969 these seminars have led millions of Christians into a new awareness of the power of the Holy Spirit so that the Alpha can be seen as its derivative. 35 years on the seminar teaching input has finally been produced on video along with some testimonies of renewal in the Holy Spirit. This means that, as in Alpha, small groups all over the world may gain substantial, challenging and intriguing input from both scripture and the age-old teaching of the church in groups assembled around a video player. 
Michelle Moran and Charles Whitehead provide six 40 minute talks on two videos covering these topics: The Certainty of God’s Love, Freedom in Jesus, The Power of the Holy Spirit, The Spiritual Gifts or Charisms, Fullness of Life and Empowered to Serve. Each video input includes a personal testimony and is designed to facilitate a group session of up to two hours including spontaneous prayer, discussion and ministry to individuals by a team formed up as suggested in the accompanying Leader’s Manual. A daily prayer guide is provided for participants and a music CD to help with the weekly worship.
The course encourages participants to make a sacramental confession or some other act of personal repentance before Week 5 when there is a corporate renewal of baptism promises followed by prayer for individuals to be ‘baptised in the Holy Spirit’. The theological understanding behind this action is presented in the Manual by Fr. Cantalamessa, the Pope’s Confessor. Baptism in the Spirit is no sacrament but an untying of the grace of sacramental initiation through baptism and confirmation. The theological references, often to the Catholic Catechism, are impressive compared to, say, Alpha. At the same time the Roman Catholic flavouring, particularly strong in the first session, may be off-putting to some, even though This Promise is for You is promoted as an ecumenical resource. Some may also find the emphasis on speaking in tongues difficult, as people do in Alpha.
The best assets of this course package are the powerful yet thoughtful contributions of Michelle Moran and Charles Whitehead and their selection of video testimonies. Everything shared rings true to both human inadequacy and to God’s strength and power being manifested in such weakness. Compared to the Alpha videos this resource seems somewhat more varied, more theological and yet, strangely, more down to earth. It is well worth swallowing one’s suspicions of either Catholicism or Pentecostalism to drink in the reminder it provides of how much we need Jesus and how the power of the Holy Spirit can revitalise our prayer life and our parish.
