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1—Purpose


The purpose of the Star course is to help bring people closer to God,  by presenting the Christian faith in a way that is accessible and compelling to Christians and non-Christians alike.  It is especially offered as a course that people can bring their friends to, who can examine for themselves the foundations of Christianity and make up their own minds about its validity.


2—Basics of running a Course


To run a Course you need Leaders & Helpers, roughly 20 -30% of the people on the course. They must commit to the whole course, to a training session, and to meeting for prayer before each evening.  Being a Leader or Helper is a tremendous growth experience for the laity. 


You then need to set dates for the talks and make an invitation leaflet – we can provide one for copying with your dates and information.


The talks are provided in loose-leaf form and you are encouraged to make them your own.  Do adapt them as you consider appropriate, there is no need to give them verbatim.  We also provide handouts for each talk for you to photocopy.  Training and guest speakers can be arranged.


We believe it is helpful to have a ‘Talk 0’ which allows people to get used to their groups and to identify the issues, concerns and questions which are of greatest interest to them. This is a newly developed concept, and the material on it is in an early draft. Your comments on this and all other aspects of Star are warmly welcomed.


We arrange shared weekends with a Bishop, although you are free to fix your own if you prefer.


Finally start planning the next course and begin with a Celebration Guest Supper where people on the first course can invite their friends.


3—Format


The basic format of the Star course is that people gather for a shared meal followed by a talk, and then they break into small groups for discussion. Each small group has a Leader and one or more Helpers.  After four or five of these talks, the group goes away for a ‘Weekend’ (actually from Friday evening to Saturday evening) on the Holy Trinity, and comes back for the final two or three evenings.  Leaders and Helpers meet for prayer at least once a week.


3.2—Format of a typical Evening


—A typical evening timetable would be as follows:


6:30	Leaders & Helpers meet for prayer and discussion


7:00	Shared Meal.  These can drag on if you are not careful.  If there is a tendency to this, then only have the first course and postpone the pudding till afterwards.  Start on time – if people are late then they should accept that others will have started.  Try very hard to avoid any religious discussion over this meal – it should be relaxed and sociable.


7:30	Talk.  Start with a very short prayer.  Then begin with an appropriate joke if possible.  Skip bits that seem inappropriate.  Use your own examples.  Try to keep the talk to 40 minutes or less.  As the course builds up, especially after the Weekend, introduce some worship as appropriate.


	There are 1 sheet 2 page Handouts for each talk.  These should be given out at the beginning of the talk.  They are there to avoid people having to take notes on the basic texts, or to shuffle books around.


8:15	Small Group Discussion.  It is really a good idea to break into small groups if you have 10 or more people.  In a single group discussion, one or two people tend to dominate.  Without forcing reluctant participants, it is better if people have a smaller forum in which to express themselves.


9:15	FINISH   It is very important to finish on time, almost regardless of how interesting the discussion is.  People need to know that their time is respected and that there is plenty to come back to.


3.2—Format of the ‘Weekend’


A typical ‘Weekend’ format is shown below.  Clearly course leaders are free to adapt this as appropriate.


19:30	Supper


20:00	Talk 6 - Father, Son and Holy Spirit?


20:45	Discussion


21:30	Finish


Sat 19 October


09:00	Optional Eucharist, followed by shared breakfast


10:00	Talk 7 - How can we relate to God?


10:40	Discussion


11:30	Bible Study: 1 Corinthians 12


12:30	Lunch


13:15	Free time - private discussions


16:15	Tea


16:45	Talk 8 - How can I be filled with the Spirit? It is a good thing if this talk is given in the Church.  At the end of the talk there is an extended period of silent...


17:15	Meditation & Prayer.  It is a good thing to have a Prayer Facilitation Team of 3 or more experienced prayerful Christians who are available to pray with people who wish for this.  Each team member can be sitting somewhere relatively discreet in the Church so that people who wish can come to them for prayer.  Other people on the course may wish to stay in silent meditation, or move to another part of the Church.


17:45	A simple service of Benediction can be a very appropriate way of bringing the ‘weekend’ to an appropriate close.


18:00	Finish


4—Key Points


There are a number of key points about this process.


1.	It is God’s Work.  We must all be prayerfully relaxed about the process.  People come to a deeper knowledge of God through the work of the Holy Spirit. The talks and the groups provide a setting which is conducive to his work.  They can help clear away the intellectual weeds, the lies, distortions and misconceptions which are so prevalent about the Christian Faith.  Much more importantly, the Small Groups can be an opportunity for God’s love to be seen in others, and for people to share their experiences. 


2.	It takes time.  Over the 8 or 9 weeks of a Course people get to know each other, and have time to reflect and ask themselves: can this really be true?  Although God urgently wants each of us to draw closer to Him, He alone knows when the right time is for each person to take the step.  We are not ‘selling’ God and it is important to be clear that we do not in any way seek to  rush people.  It is quite helpful to offer people the text of the talks (after they have been given) so that they can go over it and reflect on what is said if they want to.


3.	God uses Star to build on (at least) 4 levels. 


i.	Bringing people who would not call themselves Christians� to a knowledge and love of Christ.  Of those who would not call themselves Christians but who attend the course, some will drop out, and some may complete most of the course but still not (yet) feel that they have been able to commit themselves to the Christian life.  But some will ‘come through’ and their lives will be transformed.  It is of course essential that the Church should follow-up and encourage such people – Star on its own is certainly not enough.  But the fact that people are ‘converted’ is a major and wonderful reason for doing Star.


 ii.	Deepening the faith and knowledge of people who are already churchgoers.  The riches of God are inexhaustible, and although all the material in the course is designed to be accessible to people who would not call themselves Christians I suspect there will be no-one who is familiar with all of it.  Most Christians have never had the Christian faith presented to them as adults in a way that develops it from ‘first principles’. People can go from being very ‘dry’ to decidedly ‘wet’ and enthused to share and develop their faith.


iii.	Group Leaders & Helpers  The experience of helping and leading a Small Group is an extremely important developmental experience for people in the Christian life.  For once people are taking on a real leadership role with some pastoral responsibility, but in a  controlled and largely risk-free environment.  People find this an amazingly affirming experience, and can gain considerably from it.  It is quite common for people to be ‘converted’ on one course and then come back as a ‘Helper’ on the next.  Indeed such people can make the most effective evangelists.  


iv.	Leaders, especially the Course Leader, are in a very responsible position.  It is very fulfilling but fraught with its own spiritual dangers.  There is something to be said for having a Deputy Leader and for allowing him or her to give one or two of the talks.  The leader should be an experienced, mature and articulate Christian, but although in practice the leader will normally be the Vicar or Curate there is a good deal to be said for a ‘lay’ Leader, so that people who would not call themselves Christians don’t feel “well he would say that wouldn’t he, he’s paid to, he’s a Vicar”  We aim to develop further training and support materials for Star Course leaders and helpers, and would encourage any Star Course leader to contact the Star Co-ordinator for the latest information on this.


5—Contents


The talks are as follows:


 0	What do we want to cover on this course?�
�
 1	Who is Jesus?�
�
 2	What about the Cross?�
�
 3	Who do you say that I am?�
�
 4	Faith and the Bible.�
�
 5	Why and how do I pray?�
�
 6	Father, Son and Holy Spirit?	Done on the�
�
 7	How can we relate to God?	Holy Trinity�
�
 8	How can I be filled with the Spirit?	‘Weekend’�
�
 9	Is the Church a Hippopotamus?�
�
10	Spiritual Growth.�
�



There is also a talk 11 Telling Others which can be used as an extra talk or as part of a training evening for Leaders & Helpers.


All the talks apart from Talk 0 have been revised with and re-reviewed by Bishop Geoffrey Rowell.  Bishop Lindsay Urwin played an important role in revising a number of the talks, and earlier drafts of talks 8 and 9 greatly benefited from review and comments from Archbishop David Hope when he was Bishop of London.  We acknowledge with gratitude the comments of the many lay reviewers and the valuable work of other people whose excellent courses and books have been a tremendous inspiration to the Star Course.


We hope that by God’s grace Star will help your community grow in number and holiness and proclaim the Gospel to the world.


It is good to hear that the Star Courses are progressing as well as they are.


Archbishop David Hope


I hope & pray that your Star Trek will lead you, like the wise men of old, to deeper worship of God’s gift to the world, Jesus Christ our Lord.


Bishop Richard Chartres


I must say I do feel very encouraged by your efforts and would want to lend your endeavours every support.


Bishop Alan Chesters


The whole Star Course enterprise is something which is clearly being blessed ... and I wish the whole enterprise further blessings. 


Bishop Michael Marshall


The more I reflect on it, the more I think the development of the Star Course is something greatly to be encouraged.


Bishop Geoffrey Rowell
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For more information contact:


Nicholas Beale (Star Co-ordinator) 


1 Leighton Mansions, Queens Club Gardens, W14 9SQ


�SYMBOL 40 \f "Wingdings"� 0171-381-1481 (f: 499-9253) 


E: Star@Sciteb.com W: www.btinternet.com/~nbch/Star.html





�
(0—Questions that matter


A man walking along a road in the countryside comes across a shepherd and a huge flock of sheep. He tells the shepherd, "I will bet you £100 against one of your sheep that I can tell you the exact number in this flock." The shepherd thinks it over; it's a big flock so he takes the bet. "973," says the man. The shepherd is astonished, because that is exactly right. Says "OK, I'm a man of my word, take an animal." The man picks one up and begins to walk away.


"Wait," cries the shepherd, "Let me have a chance to get even. Double or quits that I can guess your exact occupation." The man says OK. "You are an economist" says the shepherd. "Amazing!" responds the man, "You are exactly right! But tell me, how did you deduce that?"


"Well," says the shepherd, "give back my dog and I will tell you."


<<Ballon joke..  One armed economist.>>


—Economics genuinely difficult, because it’s about trying to predict people’s economic behaviour, and this depends partly on economic factors and partly on people’s beliefs.  If everyone thinks there is going to be a sugar shortage, then they tend to rush out and stock up with sugar and behold, there is a sugar shortage, even with no change in supply.  But money is easy to measure and talk about, beliefs are almost impossible to measure and much harder to talk about.


—Oscar Wilde described a cynic as someone who knew the price of everything, and the value of nothing.  As a society over the last 20 or 30 years we have all perhaps become a lot more cynical.  Some people even say: “beliefs don’t matter, it’s all realtive”.  What’s 2 + 2 - are you buying or selling?


—One of the greatest living thinkers about organisations today is Charles Handy.  He is internationally recognised as one of the super-gurus of management.  He has just published a book called The Hungry Spirit.  This is how he begins:


—In Africa they say there are two hungers, the lesser hunger and the greater hunger.  The lesser hunger is for the things that sustain life, the goods and services, and the money to pay for them, that we all need.  The greater hunger is for an answer to the question “why?”, for some understanding of what life is for?


—The earliest followers of Jesus described themselves as followers of The Way.  And the purpose of the Star Course is to help each of us move forward on our spiritual journey, to deepen our understanding of what we believe life is for, and of who we are.  Are we computers made of meat?  Are we just another rather elaborate life form, like a geranium but more complicated, and with legs?  Or are we created in the image of a God who loves us, and who is willing to die in agony and torture in order to bring us into a new kind of life and relationship with Him?


We will do this over the next few weeks by reflecting on and considering some of the insights of a religion which has, more than any other, shaped our culture and changed our world: the Christian faith.


—When Jesus was executed as a common criminal, never having written a book, never having held any official position, there were 11 demoralised disciples in an insignificant province of the mighty Roman empire.  About 320 years later, the Roman Empire officially adopted the Christian religion.  Nearly 2,000 years later, there are over 2,000 million people who would call themselves Christian, in every country in the world.  People ranging from the most eminent scientists, philosophers, national leaders and industrialists to the youngest children and the least educated, simple people, professing faith in one Lord Jesus Christ.  Whether you believe it is true or not, something extraordinary has happened, which is worth trying to understand and take seriously.  It is amazing that we can send robots to Mars, and get an actual picture of a sunrise on Mars, transport it is seconds from a computer in Dallas along pieces of glass no thicker than a human hair, and put it on a poster for this Supper.  It is extraordinary that Asprin, derived from willow bark, can soothe fever and prevent heart attacks.  It is remarkable that the Universe should have begun with a ‘big bang’.  But if it is true that God decisively and definitively broke into history in the person of Jesus Christ, so that we could come to share in the life of God through him, then it is the most important fact about the world today.


—So over the next few weeks we plan to look at who Christians understand Jesus to be, why Christians believe that his life, death and resurrection have transformed history and transform lives, what we believe about God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and what we understand about the Church and Spiritual Growth.  


—In the talks we will try to be clear about the teachings of the Christian faith.   They are co-authored by a Bishop who is a leading theologian and serves on the Doctrine Commission of the Church of England.  We will have the Bishop of London and the Bishop of Kensington coming here to help us in this, at the two “weekends” (you can go to one or other or both).  But the talks are not the most important part of this process.  We begin with a shared meal – because this is not about some abstract ideas but about real people.  It is no accident that bread, wine and eating together are at the heart of the Christian faith.  After each talk there will be discussion in small groups, and in each of these small groups no question is too simple, or too hostile.  We want active discussion, and reflection.  Everyone, and especially those who do not share the Christian faith of the speaker and the group leaders, is encouraged to contribute their point of view.


—And we want to make sure the course covers the questions that matter to the people on the course.  Some people feel that science has ‘de-bunked’ religion.  Others find it impossible to believe that anything that happened 2,000 years ago could be that important today.  What about suffering? Other religions? The divisions in the Christian Churches?





—So in this first session, we are going to break into small discussion groups and ask you to discuss the questions that you want to explore over the next few weeks.  


What are the questions that really matter?  


What are the most important objections to the Christian faith?  Maybe some of these are so strong for you that you would not want to call yourself a Christian.


What additional points would like to see covered in the course?


Tonight we are not going to argue or debate about these, we are just going to collect them, and we will try to make sure that every point is addressed during the next few weeks, either in the talks or in the discussion sessions afterwards.  Of course if any new points occur to you during the discussions, let your group leader know and we will try to address them as well.  


—We don’t claim to have all the answers.  There are no pat solutions.  Many of us, despite the difficulties and questions that we know we and others have, have committed ourselves in faith to the love of God in Jesus Christ: we only know in part but we trust that God in love will lead us further into all truth.  For others the difficulties and questions are so strong that your position is: “well it may seem true to them, but it does not seem true to me – certainly not true enough to stake my life on”.  Everyone, whatever your position, is welcome onto this course, everyone who is interested in progressing on their spiritual journey and in  exploring and developing their understanding of the most intriguing and influential person in history.


—Let’s now break into the groups.  We are thrilled that you are all here at this guest supper, and we hope that many of you will decide to share in this course, so that we can all progress further in our spiritual journeys.


Notes to Small Group Leaders





Prepare yourself each week with prayer.  This is God’s work.


Try and make everyone in your Group feel welcome.  Make sure you know their names.  Write them down, learn them, pray for them.


Encourage people to introduce themselves to the group, but don’t try to pin people down and don’t try to force people to open up too early.  It may be appropriate to ask each person to say briefly why they came on the course and what they hope to get from it.


Ask each person to go round listing what they consider are the most important objections to the Christian faith.  Don’t try to get them to commit themselves as to whether they consider these objections valid.  Don’t allow anyone to try to argue with the objections.  Ask questions if necessary to clarify.  Write the points down but not who says what.  It is a good idea to put the list on a flip chart or something so that people can see it.


Then say that obviously we will try to cover these points during the talks (but don’t go into details at this stage: the course leadership team needs to consider the points when they are all together) but now ask each person to go round saying what are the most important topics, apart from these, they would like to see covered.


You are now personally responsible for communicating these clearly to the Course Leader and for making sure that the topics your group raise really are covered!  Pray about this, and keep your list handy.  It is quite a good idea to circulate the entire list organised as to when we hope each topic is dealt with.


�
Main Objections to the Christian Faith







































































�Key Points to cover on the Course




































































� We are avoiding the term ‘Non-Christians’ - it is a convenient shorthand in talking BUT we should be clear that what we mean is ‘people who would not call themselves Christians’.  Very often people who are converted on such courses are people who have been baptised - the Didache� XE "Didache" � talks about ‘the waters of baptism bubbling within you saying come to the Father’.
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