
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Emerging From What?: The Historical Roots of the Emerging Church Movement 
 

Michael Clawson, Ph.D. 
 

Mentor: William L. Pitts, Jr., Ph.D. 
 
 

This dissertation examines the history of the Emerging Church Movement (ECM) 

in the United States to discover the ideological and institutional roots of the movement. It 

utilizes multiple sources – textual, online, and oral – to argue that the ECM’s origins lie 

in three earlier trends among evangelical Protestants whose confluence helped produce 

and give shape to the ECM: 1) the methodologically experimental “new paradigm” 

churches of the late-twentieth century emerging out of the Jesus People Movement and 

Church-Growth methodologies of the 1960s and 70s; 2) the missional ecclesiology and 

kingdom theology growing out of the work of scholars like David Bosch, Leslie 

Newbigin, Stanley Hauerwas, John Howard Yoder, Dallas Willard, and N.T. Wright; and 

3) the rise of socially and politically progressive evangelicals produced by the political 

upheavals of the 1960s and informed by integral mission theology coming out of Latin 

America. The ECM brought together ideas and practices from these prior influences, 

reshaping them through their own engagement with postmodern thought to produce a 

new movement greater than the sum of its parts. The study also traces the subsequent 

development of the movement, as well as its more recent fragmentation. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

In 1996 over two hundred young evangelical pastors and youth pastors from 

innovative churches and megachurches gathered at the Glen Eyrie Conference Center 

outside of Colorado Springs to discuss new ways of ministering to the under-35 

demographic. Though not the first conference of its kind, this “Gen X Forum” at Glen 

Eyrie forged connections that would contribute significant leadership to a wider and 

growing movement among evangelicals soon to be known as the Emerging Church. 

Originally intended only to update for Baby Busters the same “seeker-sensitive” 

approach that had worked so well among Baby Boomers in the 1970s and 80s, members 

of the resulting Young Leaders Network quickly moved into deeper philosophical waters, 

discussing the need to do not just Gen X ministry but postmodern ministry –not just 

ministry to a particular age demographic, but ministry within a culture undergoing a 

perceived epochal shift from a modern to a postmodern frame of mind. They believed 

Western society was transitioning from a culture that prized individualism, rationalism, 

uniformity, and mechanistic control, into one that yearned for community, holism, 

pluralism, and organic creativity.1 And they believed this transformation demanded fresh 

changes within the church as well. The excitement generated by this new language of 

                                                           
1 Of course, whether such a shift is occurring, of what it actually consists, and even the term 

“postmodernity” itself (some scholars refer instead to “late modernity”), are all contentious questions. What 
is important for the purposes of this study is that ECM participants self-consciously adopted the language 
of postmodernity and defined themselves in relation to their understandings of it, regardless of the accuracy 
of such usage. Their understanding and rhetorical use of “postmodernity” will be described further in 
subsequent chapters. 
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postmodernity, and the sense of urgency it gave to the work of reimagining Christianity 

for the impending millennium, soon led to a flurry of conferences, books, websites, and 

new networks aimed at furthering the conversation around such questions.  

Within a decade, prominent voices in this Emerging Church Movement (ECM) 

had become easily recognizable names and lightning rods for controversy among 

evangelicals and more widely – trailblazers like Spencer Burke, Shane Claiborne, and 

Brian McLaren in the early years, followed later by provocateurs like Rob Bell, Diana 

Butler Bass, Phyllis Tickle, Rachel Held Evans, and Nadia Bolz-Weber, among many 

others. Through numerous conferences, books, and blogs, these voices raised questions, 

pushed boundaries, and hosted conversations not just about ministry methodologies, but 

about the fundamental meaning of Christianity – about the nature of the gospel, the 

purpose of the church, the authority of scripture, the relationship of Christians to their 

broader culture, and many other increasingly controversial topics. And people responded. 

Far beyond such well-known authors and speakers, the ECM also grew through the 

multiplication of hundreds and then thousands of new experiments in Christian 

community as disillusioned lay people joined the conversation about how Christianity 

should evolve in light of the postmodern shift.  

The diversity among these experiments was and remains immense. One non-

denominational Emerging church in Austin, Texas, for instance, typically eschews 

corporate singing in their Sunday gatherings, but frequently incorporates other forms of 

artistic expression – free-form painting, communal craft projects, and elaborate art 

installations, for example – even as they draw from Buddhist wisdom or Sufi poetry 

alongside Christian doctrine in their preaching. Another congregation in Denver proudly 
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embraces its Lutheran liturgical and doctrinal heritage, even while creatively 

experimenting with new ways to express that heritage as they reach out to the alternative 

subcultures in their city – the senior pastor herself is covered with tattoos and piercings 

and jokingly refers to herself as a “pastrix.” At the same time, a small Emerging house 

church in the Chicago suburbs (no longer existent) replaced traditional preaching with 

interactive discussions, and directed its primary efforts at missional engagement with its 

community rather than coordinating an elaborate Sunday worship event. In a similar vein 

but radically different context, a self-described “intentional community” of 

predominantly young, white evangelicals (though informed by both the Catholic and 

Anabaptist traditions) take monastic-like vows to live communally with and for the multi-

racial poor in inner-city Philadelphia, inspiring dozens of similar “new monastic” 

communities across the United States. Examples could be multiplied. Indeed, it is 

doubtful whether any two Emerging churches would look or feel very much the same. 

Such experimentation has dramatically reshaped the North American and global Christian 

landscape over the past two decades – new ideas and new forms of church that would 

have been almost unimaginable a quarter century ago are now commonplace. How did 

this happen? Where did this movement come from and how did it find traction so quickly 

among American evangelicals and beyond? 

 
Thesis and Significance 

 

In his first published work, Brian McLaren, a key leader in the Emerging Church 

Movement, opened with this provocative statement: “If you have a new world, you need 
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a new church. You have a new world.”2 The new world to which McLaren referred was 

that of postmodernity, which he identified as a historical shift away from the worldview 

and culture of modernity. From the beginning, a motivating assumption of the ECM has 

been that changing historical circumstances demand new responses from the church. For 

a movement so dependent on historical claims for its very raison d’être, it is odd that so 

little scholarly work has yet been done on the history of this movement itself. While some 

brief overviews of the ECM’s development since the late-1990s do exist, deeper 

historical questions – for instance, what are the ideological and institutional roots of this 

movement and from where, exactly, has it emerged? – remain largely untouched.3 

This study takes up these questions. If the ECM does indeed reflect a desire to 

deconstruct and reimagine various aspects of contemporary Christianity for a postmodern 

world, it is important to recognize that this critical-yet-creative stance did not arise in a 

historical vacuum. Since at least the middle of the last century, various movements within 

evangelicalism have critiqued the dominant practices, theology, and politics of that 

tradition, providing new perspectives and practical alternatives. This is the soil from 

which the ECM has emerged. To put my thesis simply, I argue that the origins of the 

Emerging Church Movement in the United States can be found primarily among three 

major currents of evangelical Protestantism arising during the second half of the 

twentieth century which coalesced in the 1990s to produce the ECM:4 (1) 

                                                           
2 Brian McLaren, Reinventing Your Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 9. 

3 For brief histories of the movement see Tony Jones, New Christians: Dispatches from the 
Emergent Frontier (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 41-59; and Ed Stetzer, “The Emergent/Emerging 
Church,” in Evangelicals Engaging Emergent: A Discussion of the Emergent Church Movement, eds. 
William D. Henard and Adam W. Greenway (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2009), 47-90. 

4 Since this study seeks to identify the origins of the ECM, it focuses primarily on those strands of 
the ECM that grew out of evangelical roots. Though mainline Protestants have been increasingly engaged 
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methodologically experimental new paradigm seeker churches which themselves 

emerged from the dual influences of the Jesus People Movement and church growth 

methodology; (2) missional ecclesiology developing from the work of ecumenical 

missiologists like Lesslie Newbigin and David Bosch, informed by neo-Anabaptist 

theologians like John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas, and interpreted in light of 

“kingdom of God” theologies articulated by philosopher Dallas Willard and biblical 

theologian N.T. Wright; and (3) the movement of socially and politically progressive 

evangelicals produced by the political upheavals of the 1960s and informed by integral 

mission theology coming out of Latin America.  The ECM in the United Sates has largely 

arisen from the confluence of these earlier trends. It brings together, both through 

selective appropriation and constructive critique, ideas and practices from these prior 

movements that were previously discrete. ECM participants went further, however, 

reshaping these influences through their own engagement with postmodern ideas 

regarding embodied holism, epistemic humility, and communal/conversational authority 

to produce a new movement greater than the sum of its parts.    

The widespread influence of ECM books, events, leaders, and concepts on 

American (and global) Christianity makes awareness of the ECM essential to a more 

complete understanding of the contemporary religious landscape in America. Whether in 

reaction against the movement, constructive dialog with it, or selective appropriation of 

its insights, many branches of North American Christianity have been affected by the 

ECM. Those associated with the movement continue to generate new networks, well-

                                                           
with the ECM in recent years, I argue that the movement began as a conversation among evangelical 
leaders before converging with similar trends among mainline churches.  
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attended events, and widely-read books which disseminate Emerging ideas far beyond 

those directly involved with ECM. Regardless of its size or scope, the ECM is also 

important to examine simply as one early example of the broader transformation 

currently reshaping religious practices and religious identities in the United States. The 

growing disaffiliation with institutional religion, the loss of a “sacred canopy” and 

religion as an inherited identity, the turn toward more subjective and personal expressions 

of spirituality, and the resurgence of political progressivism among the American 

populace in general (and especially younger cohorts – recent elections notwithstanding), 

are all trends in which the ECM also participates.5 Even as explicit identification with the 

movement has waned in recent years, the ways that it expressed and extended these 

cultural shifts, and the conversations it fostered as a result, will continue to shape the 

trajectory of American Christianity for decades to come.  

 
Defining the Emerging Church Movement 

 
 

A Multifaceted Movement 

Nearly all religious movements are multifaceted, often dealing with interrelated 

changes in beliefs, hermeneutics, personal or liturgical practices, institutional 

organizations, politics, and social dynamics. Most, however, tend to focus on one or two 

of these facets, while the rest follow, if at all, only as secondary considerations. The 

Charismatic Movement during the 1960s & 70s, for instance, was primarily concerned to 

introduce new spiritual practices while only occasionally impacting institutional 

                                                           
5 On the “sacred canopy” see Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological 

Theory of Religion (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1967). 
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structures, and with only a few relatively minor theological shifts. The rise of the 

Christian Right in the 1970s and 80s, on the other hand, had to do almost exclusively 

with politics, with very little to say about ritual practices or church structures, and 

building primarily on theologies already present among conservative Christians. Similar 

points could be made about the theological/political orientation of the Social Gospel 

movement during the early twentieth century or the Liturgical Renewal Movements of 

the nineteenth century. This is not to say that these movements did not also produce 

change in other dimensions as well, but typically these were not explicit goals but 

secondary by-products of their primary emphases. Not so with the Emerging Church 

Movement. From the beginning, participants in the ECM deliberately sought to transform 

existing forms of Christianity not just in one or two aspects, but across the board, in all of 

the areas mentioned and more. For example, influential books produced by the movement 

have proposed radical reimaginations of spiritual formation,6 theology,7 biblical 

hermeneutics,8 institutional structures,9 liturgical practices,10 Christian political 

                                                           
6 Doug Pagitt, Church Reimagined: The Spiritual Formation of People in Communities of Faith 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003). 

7 Brian McLaren, A Generous Orthodoxy: Why I am a missional, evangelical, post/protestant, 
liberal/conservative, mystical/poetic, biblical, charismatic/contemplative, fundamentalist/calvinist, 
anabaptist/anglican, methodist, catholic, green, incarnational, depressed-yet-hopeful, emergent, unfinished 
Christian (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004). 

8 Scot McKnight, Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2008). 

9 Kester Brewin, Signs of Emergence: A Vision for A Church That Is Organic / Networked / 
Decentralized / Bottom-up / Communal / Flexible / Always Evolving (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007). 

10 Dan Kimball, Emerging Worship: Creating Worship Gatherings for New Generations (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004). 
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engagement,11 ways of relating within Christian communities,12 and the relationship of 

Christians to their history and traditions,13 along with many other issues. Moreover, few 

of these books deal with only one of those topics exclusively, seeing them, instead, as 

integrally intertwined. The discourse of the broader movement, beyond such formally 

published writings of popular leaders, was similarly complex and multifaceted. In short, 

the ECM is not simply a theological shift, a liturgical or methodological trend, a social 

movement, a political reorientation, or an institutional restructuring. It is all of the above 

and more. This multifaceted nature of the ECM leads to great fluidity when trying to 

identify its boundaries. Pinning down a singular definition can often feel like attempting 

to nail the proverbial Jell-O to the wall.  

 
A Working Definition  

Despite such complexity, some definition is necessary to delineate the bounds of 

the phenomenon I am attempting to describe. Other scholars have already made attempts 

based on social scientific observations, and my own definition will build on their work. 

James Bielo, writing from an anthropological perspective, defines “Emerging 

Evangelicalism” as “a movement of cultural critique” born out of “severe disenchantment 

with America’s conservative Christian subculture” that attempts, nevertheless to “live a 

response” as architects of a new culture.14 He then identifies five aspects of the new 

                                                           
11 Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw, Jesus for President (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008). 

12 Joseph R. Myers, The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small Groups 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003).  

13 Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999).  

14 James S. Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity (New 
York: NYU Press, 2011), 5-6, 21. 
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architecture Emerging Evangelicals attempt to construct: (1) a postmodern 

epistemological critique of conservative Protestant theology, (2) a desire to be 

“missional” within one’s own society, (3) adoption of church planting and house church 

models in order to foster greater community, (4) a desire to reclaim historic and more 

embodied worship practices, and (5) a move toward more progressive political 

activism.15 In a similar vein, sociologists Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel define 

Emerging Christians as a discernable, transnational group of religious institutional 

entrepreneurs who “share a religious orientation built on a continual practice of 

deconstruction.”16 They emphasize that Emerging Christians are both reactive and 

proactive, rejecting aspects of conservative evangelicalism as well as certain other forms 

of traditional Christianity, but also appropriating other practices from a wide range of 

Christian traditions that they find spiritually nourishing. Marti and Ganiel identify five 

aspects of the ECM’s deconstruction and re-appropriation: (1) anti-institutionalism, (2) 

boundary-crossing ecumenism, (3) avoidance of entrenched power structures by raising 

up younger leaders, (4) experimentation and creativity, and (5) creation of neutral 

religious space and deployment of strategic religiosity to help navigate potential religious 

polarization.17  

Warren Bird’s entry in the Encyclopedia of Religion in America offers an even 

more succinct definition: “The emerging church movement is a loosely aligned 

conversation among Christians who seek to re-imagine the priorities, values and theology 

                                                           
15 Ibid., 10-16. 

16 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 6-8. 

17 Ibid., 25-31. 
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expressed by the local church as it seeks to live out its faith in postmodern society. It is 

an attempt to replot Christian faith on a new cultural and intellectual terrain.”18 This 

definition aligns well with the self-description offered by many Emerging Christians 

themselves (summarized by sociologist Shayne Lee and historian Phillip Luke Sinitiere): 

“a nurturing friendship and generative conversation devoted to deconstructing Christian 

history, doctrine, attitudes, rituals, practices, and politics from the negative effects of 

modernity in order to construct a faith that addresses the existential needs of the emerging 

culture.”19 These latter two definitions are significant for this work in that they 

specifically affirm the conversational and relational nature of the ECM, descriptors 

which have been central to the movement from the beginning.  

Building on these descriptions, I want to suggest my own working definition: I 

define the Emerging Church Movement as a community of discourse among 

contemporary Christians who share a sense of dissatisfaction with aspects of late-

twentieth century Christianity, and are in conversation with one another to reimagine 

new religious practices, communal structures, theological constructs, social concerns, 

and political identities. As with the definitions above, the emphasis here is on 

deconstruction – the ECM is not merely a protest movement but it cannot be understood 

apart from what it does protest, but also creative reconstruction through ongoing 

experimentation with new approaches, a two-step process that Emerging leaders 

                                                           
18 Warren Bird, “Emerging Church Movement,” in Encyclopedia of Religion in America, ed. C.H. 

Lippy and P.W. Williams (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010), 682. 

19 Shayne Lee and Phillip Luke Sinitiere, Holy Mavericks: Evangelical Innovators and the 
Spiritual Marketplace (New York: NYU Press, 2009), 79-80. 
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sometimes refer to as “reimagining.”20 This definition likewise highlights the 

conversational and relational quality of the ECM. The ECM is first and foremost a 

network of relationships comprising a diverse and transnational community of discourse, 

rather than a singular institution or more unified entity, engaged in wide-ranging 

discussion around a particular set of questions, issues, and goals.. Thus, rather than 

asking “What is the Emerging Church and what does it believe?” a better approach asks 

“Who participates in the Emerging Church conversation and what kind of issues do they 

discuss?”  

 
The ECM as a Protest Movement 

The earliest examples of the Emerging Church Movement in the United States 

emerged from within the institutional context of North American evangelicalism, and 

though it soon came to embrace influences and participants from well beyond this 

tradition, it should nonetheless be understood as growing, first and foremost, out of a 

sense of dissatisfaction with various aspects of late-twentieth century evangelical 

Christianity.21 While this protest has been most noticeable in the various ECM books, 

                                                           
20 As others have noted, “deconstruction” within the ECM is not typically used in a technical, 

philosophical sense, and “resembles only a scant reflection of the enterprise Derrida actually proposed” 
(Gary Black, Jr., The Theology of Dallas Willard: Discovering Protoevangelical Faith (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
& Stock, 2013), 168). It generally lacks, or only marginally references, many of the more extreme 
constructivist implications of Derridian deconstruction, and often eschews them outright. With the 
exception of a few more philosophically trained individuals, Emerging Christians instead employ the term 
deconstruction simply to describe a process of thoroughly reexamining previously held beliefs and 
assumptions, opening them to critique and freely exploring possible alternatives. According to Marti and 
Ganiel, deconstruction is a means by which Emerging Christians “irritate, if not overthrow an overarching 
regime [of conventional Christianity] by pointing to its contingent and arbitrary nature.” In so doing, they 
are “striving for a renegotiation of Christianity precisely because they want to stay within the broader 
tradition while creating more room to navigate within it” (Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 26).  

21 Evangelicalism is a notoriously difficult concept to define. James Bielo has offered a helpfully 
concise overview of three common approaches: according to beliefs, practices, or cultural participation, to 
which he adds a fourth, his own dialogic approach (Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 200-202). Combining 
these approaches, we can say that, broadly speaking, evangelicalism denotes a diverse and loosely aligned 
coalition of theologically conservative Protestants, sharing common practices of personal conversion and 
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blog posts, and conferences dedicated to critiquing and deconstructing evangelical 

practices, forms of church, theologies, and political commitments, for most Emerging 

Christians, this deconstruction began first as an intensely personal endeavor. As both 

primary sources and scholarly researchers frequently describe, this was often a difficult 

and disorienting process beginning with an ambiguous sense of unease with the status 

quo, followed by questioning and the deconstruction of previous assumptions, 

necessitating the eventual rebuilding of their entire religious lives.22 For many within the 

evangelical subculture, these religious lives had been all-encompassing, and 

deconstructing them was thus often a traumatic exercise resulting in “doubt, emptiness, 

loneliness, sadness, fear, anger, and confusion,” as well as the frequent loss of 

friendships, communities, and even jobs.23 The Emerging Church as a movement has 

largely been the result of these disillusioned and disaffected Christians finding one 

                                                           
scriptural authority, engaged in dialog around common areas of concern, and connected by a large 
assortment of parachurch institutions – colleges and seminaries, ministry and missionary organizations, 
publishing houses, various media outlets, and the like. Historically it emerges from British and American 
revivalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and, more recently, from the modernist-
fundamentalist controversies of the early-twentieth century and the “neo-evangelical” institutional 
realignment of the post-war decades (especially surrounding the work of evangelist Billy Graham). A more 
precise definition is unnecessary for the purposes of this study as Emerging Christians came from a wide 
variety of backgrounds within this broad movement and were reacting to their own particular experiences 
with it, regardless of whether those experiences were indicative of evangelicalism as a whole. 

Regarding mainline Protestantism, I am following conventional usage referring to the six large 
and predominantly Anglo-American Protestant denominations that have existed with a high degree of 
institutional continuity since, or close to, the founding of the United States, and which are also marked by 
their receptivity to modern critical Bible scholarship and liberal theology. These include the American 
Baptists, the Disciples of Christ, the Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the United Church 
of Christ (i.e., Congregationalists), and The United Methodist Church. It is also appropriate to include the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, despite its roots as a later immigrant church, because of their 
present sociological and theological similarities to other mainline denominations.  

22 Marti and Ganiel describe numerous examples of this process of personal religious 
deconstruction by individual Emerging Christians in Deconstructed Church, 57-77, as does Bielo in 
Emerging Evangelicals, 28-46. Such stories are pervasive throughout ECM books and personal blogs as 
well. See, for instance, Mike Yaconelli, ed., Stories of Emergence: Moving from Absolute to Authentic 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), which highlights fourteen such stories. 

23 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 58. 
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another and joining together to reconstruct and embody alternatives to the kinds of faith 

they wished to leave behind. 

What was the nature of this evangelical subculture in the 1990s that Emerging 

Christians protested and were seeking to emerge from? James Bielo has offered a helpful 

snapshot of evangelicalism’s public profile at the turn of the millennium: 

Between 1995 and 1999 the first six novels of the massively popular Left Behind 
series were published, igniting Evangelicals’ apocalyptic fervor. Rick Warren, 
who would later give the invocation at Barack Obama’s presidential inauguration, 
entered Evangelical celebrity with his first book. The iconic megachurch, Willow 
Creek Community Church located in Chicago’s suburbs, hosted its first 
Leadership Summit in 1995 (and event that would later headline everyone from 
Colin Powell to Bono). The creation-evolution controversy raged in public 
schools and courts. Christian Right and Christian Coalition politicians seated a 
majority in the U.S. congress, previewing the two-term presidential election of 
George W. Bush. The Promise Keepers, an Evangelical parachurch for men, held 
their largest gathering on the Washington Mall in October 1997. Joel Osteen, who 
would popularize Prosperity Theology anew and whose Houston megachurch 
would later record the largest congregational membership in the United States, 
was nationally televised for the first time in 1999. At least in the public sphere, 
Evangelicals were born-again, culturally savvy, politically conservative, 
suburban, corporate-friendly, megachurch-attending, unapologetic proselytizers.24 
 
To this depiction of evangelicalism in the public sphere, one might also add, on 

the personal level, the expansive nature of the evangelical subculture, deliberately 

designed to insulate the believer from the corrupting effects of the secular world. By the 

end of the twentieth-century, evangelical Christians had their own radio stations, 

television channels, bookstores, popular recording artists, celebrities – actors, athletes, 

and the like – clothing lines, private schools and Christian colleges, camps, conferences, 

retreats, and mission trips, nationwide youth rallies, business associations, support groups 

and book clubs, and a full-range of age or interest-based church activities that could 

                                                           
24 Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 7-8. 
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potentially fill up every day of the week. For individuals committed to this expression of 

Christianity, the evangelical subculture was thus an all-encompassing social reality, 

shaping nearly every aspect of one’s identity. Typically these personal identities came to 

reflect a social, theological, and political conservatism, a guarded stance toward the 

outside world (complicated by the expectation to be evangelistic agents within it), and a 

strong personal commitment to one’s faith, typically shown through acts of personal piety 

(daily prayer, bible study, chastity pledges, etc.) and emotionally expressive spirituality.  

If this was the character of late-twentieth century evangelicalism, what were the 

specifics of the Emerging protest against it? Answers, of course, would vary. Bielo, 

focusing on their complaints against evangelical megachurches, related his subjects’ 

discomfort with these churches’ endorsement of suburban consumerism, their over-

emphasis on attendance and money and scant attention to life-changing discipleship apart 

from knowledge-based small-group Bible studies, the tribalism and competition between 

differing churches, and the aesthetically-stripped and historically-unrooted nature of their 

worship services.25 Highlighting somewhat different complaints, Marti and Ganiel would 

relate stories of Emerging Christians fleeing churches that were not open to hard 

questions, that reinforced conservative gender roles, that were abusive or controlling, that 

were too politically right-wing or doctrinally fundamentalist, that offered a shallow, 

manipulative, or ineffective spirituality, or that were simply too tidy, predictable, and 

                                                           
25 Ibid., 31-44. Compare the similar set of critiques against megachurch evangelicalism in Spencer 

Burke and Colleen Pepper, Making Sense of Church: Eavesdropping on Emerging Conversations about 
God, Community, and Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003) regarding leadership, Christian 
education, spiritual growth, ministry, missions, faith and culture, and evangelism, drawing on conversations 
from the message boards at theOoze.com, an ECM website that drew hundreds of thousands of unique 
visitors monthly. 
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professionalized.26 Relating his personal story of emergence into a new kind of 

Christianity, Brian McLaren also describes several factors that, in the mid-1990s, had 

almost caused him to abandon the ministry: (1) the hubristic declarations of “absolute 

certainty” by evangelical leaders and radio preachers; (2) the culture war mentality and 

conservative politics of prominent evangelical leaders; (3) the disconnect between the 

expectation to keep repeating orthodox formulas, versus the need to provide satisfying 

answers to the genuine questions of seekers, many of which seemed to him more 

convincing than his responses; (4) the failure of churches to actually change the moral 

lives of Christians for the better, coupled with a paradoxical spiritual pride and 

assumption of moral superiority among churchgoers nonetheless; (5) the inability of 

previous theological systems to contain the complexity of data from the Bible or his own 

experiences; and (6) the lack of fresh Christian responses to the rapidly changing 

postmodern culture.27 

Drawing on accounts such as these, along with many similar ones throughout the 

ECM literature, it is possible to identify five major themes in the Emerging critique of 

evangelicalism:  

1. Emerging Christians protested what they saw as shallow, ineffective, 

manipulative, and consumeristic forms of ministry among evangelicals, and 

especially among suburban megachurches. 

                                                           
26 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 60-69. 

27 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), xiii-xv; and A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions that are 
Transforming the Faith (New York: Harper, 2010), 6-7. 
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2. Emerging Christians protested evangelical attitudes of epistemic certainty 

regarding doctrine, morality, and politics, and the corresponding lack of 

openness to questions, ambiguity, or diversity of viewpoints. 

3. Emerging Christians protested the “in or out,” “us vs. them” mentality of 

evangelical exclusivism, whether manifested against non-Christian religions, 

secular society, political opponents, or other Christian traditions. 

4. Emerging Christians protested the evangelical emphasis on orthodoxy (right 

beliefs and right knowledge) over orthopraxy (right actions and right 

lifestyles), and individual salvation over holistic mission. 

5. Emerging Christians protested the culture wars conservatism of the Christian 

Right and the corresponding lack of concern among evangelicals for more 

progressive issues of social justice. 

Each of these areas of discontent arose from the lived experiences of individual Emerging 

Christians within their evangelical contexts. However, as this study describes, the shape 

of their response as they joined together with other Emerging Christians to construct new 

alternatives would be informed by prior movements of protest and reform that had arisen 

among earlier generations of evangelicals.  

 
The ECM as a Discourse Community 

Identifying these commonly arising protests does not mean that Emerging 

Christians were always in agreement over which were the most pressing problems, or 

which proposed solutions ought to be embraced. Cultures, communities, and movements 

are often defined less by their agreements than by the particular set of values and ideas 
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about which they remain in perpetual conversation.28 As noted above, this conversational 

aspect is a key defining quality of the ECM – from the beginning participants have seen 

the Emerging Church more as a conversation among friends than as an institution or even 

a “movement.”29 Because of this, the Emerging Church might be better understood by 

reference to John Swales’ concept of a discourse community. Swales identifies discourse 

communities by six characteristics: (1) a broadly agreed set of common public goals; (2) 

mechanisms of intercommunication among members; (3) use of these mechanisms to 

provide information and feedback; (4) utilization of one or more genres of 

communication; (5) possession of some specific lexis or set of concepts; and (6) having a 

threshold level of members with sufficient discoursal expertise to be able to inform 

novices to the community.30 In this case, the discourse community known as the 

Emerging Church is united by a common goal of deconstructing the current practices, 

structures, theology, and politics of Christianity and exploring together new ways 

forward. They utilize specific mechanisms and genres – books, blogs, email, websites, 

conferences, local cohorts and churches – to communicate with one another and the wider 

public about this goal. They employ many concepts and terms specific (though not 

                                                           
28 R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and Tradition in the Nineteenth 

Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), 1-2. 

29 ECM theologian Tony Jones argues that the Emerging Church should be seen as a new social 
movement, but one that is specifically defined by the theological value it places on friendship and dialogue 
(Tony Jones, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church Movement 
(Minneapolis: JoPa Group, 2011), 11-21). 

30 John M. Swales, Genre Analysis: English in Academic and Research Settings (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 21-32. Identifying the ECM as a community of discourse is similar to 
and supported by James Bielo’s dialogic approach to defining evangelicalism, which does not require 
“binding elements, mutual ground, or common features,” but only “that religious subjects share a dialogue, 
through which they may agree, disagree, argue vehemently, work cooperatively, or many other variations” 
(Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 202). A discourse community, however, differs from the dialogic approach 
in that, while likewise being primarily emphasizing dialogue that makes space for difference, it does share 
common, broadly-defined goals, topics of discourse, lexical concepts, and mechanisms of communication.  
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always exclusive) to this particular community – ancient-future, deconstruction, 

emerging/emergent, incarnational, kingdom, missional, new monastic, postmodern, etc. – 

and regular participants in the conversation are often called upon to explain such terms to 

both newcomers and critics.31 The various (and usually provisional) answers arrived at by 

participants in this discourse community frequently differ of course, but they still share a 

common goal, and most of their activity utilizes common communicative mechanisms 

and a common lexis in the pursuit of this goal. 

 
Characteristics of the Emerging Discourse 

Understanding the ECM as a diverse discourse community centered around 

broadly defined shared goals of deconstruction and exploration is helpful because 

participants often differ on which specific aspects of modern Christianity they seek to 

deconstruct and which alternative forms they choose to pursue. Drawing both on my own 

research and from lists of characteristics offered by other observers of the movement, I 

have identified eight frequently recurring traits that can be observed among Emerging 

Christians and their communities.32 These should not be understood as firm or uniform 

qualities among all Emerging Christians, but rather as the kinds of ideas and topics of 

conversation around which the Emerging discourse most commonly revolves:  

                                                           
31 An early ECM text, A is for Abductive: The Language of the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Zondervan, 2003) by Leonard Sweet, Brian McLaren, and Jerry Hasselmayer, laid out much of the 
ECM’s lexis with twenty-six chapters defining and discussing multiple terms for each letter of the alphabet. 

32 In addition to the characteristics identified by Bielo and Marti/Ganiel listed in the earlier section 
above, see also Emergent Village, “Emergent Village Values and Practices,” in Jones, New Christians, 222-
26 (also listed in Appendix C); Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian 
Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 45; Jones, New Christians (see his 
“Twenty Dispatches” scattered throughout the book); Scot McKnight, “Five Streams of the Emerging 
Church,” Christianity Today, January 19, 2007, accessed February 3, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday 
.com/ct/2007/february/11.35.html;  Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, 
and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 129-137. 
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1. constructive engagement with postmodern thought, producing tendencies toward 

epistemic humility, embodied holism, and communal/conversational authority  

2. missional and kingdom-centered ecclesiology, understanding the church as a 

contrast community of spiritual formation in the way of Jesus for the sake of 

God’s mission in the world33  

3. openness to creativity and experimentation, incorporating a wide variety of 

worship experiences, spiritual practices, and ministry methods, typically 

emphasizing embodied, artistic, and participatory approaches 

4. rejection of sacred-secular dualism, resulting in a more constructive engagement 

with the surrounding culture and a more holistic integration of faith and daily life 

5. appreciation for the multiplicity of Christian traditions, producing a pastiche 

approach which freely borrows from the practical, ecclesial, and theological 

resources they have to offer  

6. preference for relational, egalitarian, and fluid organizational structures, leading 

to various experiments with new forms of Christian community 

7. a holistic gospel that includes both individual and social redemption, typically 

producing a commitment to issues of economic justice, peace and non-violence, 

environmental care, and social equality 

8. openness to reexamining and reimagining core theological assumptions in light of 

postmodern thought and missional-kingdom ecclesiology 

                                                           
33 Some in the ECM, attuned the gendered language of “kingdom,” have preferred to speak of the 

“reign of God.” While this latter term is also preferred by the author, the term “kingdom” is most common 
in ECM literature, thus I will follow their usage by employing both terms interchangeably. 
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Among these eight characteristics, the first two are foundational: postmodern 

thought and missional-kingdom ecclesiology. They underlie and often lead to the other 

six. Nearly all Emerging Christians engage with postmodernity in some way, though not 

always in the same way, some adopting more ambivalent stances with others viewing it 

more positively.34 Likewise, nearly all Emerging Christians express a desire to be 

missional, though, as we will see in Chapter Three, their interpretations of this often vary. 

From these two common discourses spring the additional discourses around innovative 

practices, sacred-secular dualism, ecclesial traditions, organizational structures and forms 

of church, core theologies, social concerns, and political engagement. This interplay 

between theological reexamination and practical innovation constitutes another defining 

characteristic of the ECM. It has not been included in the list above, however, because it 

is less a specific topic of discourse and more an overarching quality that describes the 

relationship among all the topics above. Of course, not all Emerging Christians or 

Emerging congregations participate in each of these discourses to the same degree. 

Nevertheless, enough overlap existed, especially during the first decade or so of the 

ECM, for participants to see themselves in conversation with one another around these 

common topics of discourse and thus as part of the same broad movement. The origins of 

each of these topics of discourse within the ECM will be described further as this study 

unfolds. 

 
 
 

                                                           
34 Scot McKnight, citing categories first offered by Doug Pagitt, helpfully distinguishes between 

those who minister to postmoderns (adopting a critical stance toward postmodern thought), with 
postmoderns (adopting an ambivalent stance), or as postmoderns (adopting a welcoming stance). The ECM 
comprises those in the latter two categories (McKnight, “Five Streams”). 
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“Emerging” versus “Emergent” 

Understanding these characteristics as discrete though frequently overlapping 

topics of discourse within the same broad discourse community helps elucidate the 

distinction often made between the terms “Emerging” and “Emergent.” Most often this 

distinction has been made by more theologically conservative participants in the ECM 

who hold a more ambivalent stance toward postmodern thought (discourse 1) and tend to 

resist reexamination of core evangelical doctrines (discourse 8). By calling themselves 

“Emerging but NOT Emergent,” they affirmed certain topics of discourse within the 

movement, usually those dealing more with practices and forms of church, while 

distancing themselves from those engaged in more controversial theological discourses. 

These latter were dubbed “Emergent” because of the affiliation of many of the more 

controversial voices with the non-profit organization Emergent Village.35 Eventually 

even “Emerging” proved troublesome to the more theologically conservative participants 

in the ECM, who would thus abandon the label entirely in favor of the term “Missional.”  

These distinctions are problematic, however, since (1) all participants in the ECM 

still consider themselves missional, and (2) few within the so-called “Emergent” portion 

of the movement wished to likewise disassociate themselves from their more 

                                                           
35 Mark Devine, “The Emerging Church: One Movement – Two Streams,” in Henard and 

Greenway, Evangelicals Engaging Emergent, 4-46. Mark Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev: 
Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 21-23; David G. 
Dunbar, “Missional, Emerging, Emergent: A Traveler’s Guide,” Missional Journal 2, nos. 4-5 (May and 
June 2008), accessed February 4, 2017, https://www.biblical.edu/images/stories/missional-journal 
/missional-journal-2-4.pdf and https://www.biblical.edu/images/stories/missional-journal/missional-
journal-2-5.pdf; Dan Kimball, “Origins of the terms “Emerging” and “Emergent” church – Part 2,” Dan 
Kimball: Vintage Faith (blog), April 21, 2006, accessed February 4, 2017, https.//web.archive.org/web 
/20140819172100/http://dankimball.typepad.com/vintage_faith/ 2006/04/origins_of_the_.html; Scot 
McKnight, “Emerging and Emergent: Our New Network,” Jesus Creed blog, September 24, 2008, accessed 
February 4, 2017, http://patheos.com/community/jesuscreed/2008/09/24/emerging-and-emergent-our-new-
network/. 
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conservative “Emerging” conversation partners. Instead, these “Emergent” Christians 

typically preferred to affirm the inclusive and relational nature of the broader movement, 

emphasizing it as a big tent for open conversation without the need for firm boundaries or 

settled agreements.36 In other words, most of those dubbed “Emergent” were more 

inclined to say that they were both “Emerging AND Emergent” (or to deny the 

appropriateness of the distinction altogether). The fundamental difference between the 

two groups was whether all aspects of the Christian faith ought to be open for 

reimagining, including core evangelical theologies, with movement unity based on shared 

conversation and friendship rather than core doctrinal agreements, or whether certain 

essential doctrines ought to remain off-limits for reconsideration, with unity based on 

shared agreement over those core beliefs. As with many previous movements, this 

difference would ultimately lead to fragmentation within the ECM between separatist 

conservatives and the more inclusive moderates and progressives. Unlike some earlier 

analogous movements, however, where hostility was evident on both sides,37 within the 

ECM, the desire for separation was evident only among the conservatives. Many on the 

                                                           
36 Julie Clawson, “Claiming Emergent,” onehandclapping (blog), September 8, 2008, accessed 

February 4, 2017, http//julieclawson.com/2008/09/08/claiming-emergent/; Tony Jones, “Emerging vs. 
Emergent,” Theoblogy (blog), April 15, 2008, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2008/04/15 
/emerging-vs-emergent/; Brian D. McLaren, “Emergent in Publisher’s Weekly,” brian d. mclaren (blog), 
September 1, 2008, accessed February 4, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/emergent-in-
publishers-weekly.html. 

37 The early-twentieth century fundamentalist-modernist controversy, where extremes on both 
sides were equally hostile and antagonistic toward one another, with only moderates wishing to maintain a 
big tent, provide one example. See, for instance, the dueling sermons between Harry Emerson Fosdick, 
“Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” Christian Work 102 (June 10, 1922): 716–722; and John Roach Stratton, 
“Shall the Funnymonkeyists Win?,” Baptist Studies Online, accessed February 4, 2017, 
http://baptiststudiesonline .com/wp-content/uploads/2007/02/shall-the-funnymonkeyists-win-2.pdf. George 
Marsden narrates a similar escalation of hostility around 1917 between the modernists at the University of 
Chicago Divinity School and the cross-town fundamentalist Moody Bible Institute over issues of 
premillennialism and American patriotism (George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 
Second Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 145-49). 
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“Emergent” side of the divide would continue to engage with those on the “Emerging” or 

“Missional” side even after the latter had disavowed any identification with the former. 

To avoid confusion, I will not be using this conservative/liberal distinction 

between “Emerging” and “Emergent.” Instead, in this study the capitalized terms 

Emerging Church Movement, the Emerging Church, ECM, and Emerging (for example, 

as applied to Emerging Christians/churches/leaders, etc.) will refer to the movement as a 

whole, including both “Emerging” and “Emergent” participants. On those occasions 

where “emerging” is not capitalized, it should be understood in the usual dictionary sense 

of the word rather than as a reference to the ECM (except in the possible case of 

quotations). When the capitalized term “Emergent” is used, it will refer specifically to the 

501c3 organization variously known as Emergent or Emergent Village. When it is 

necessary to distinguish the more conservative members of the ECM they will be 

variously referred to simply as conservative Emerging Christians or sometimes missional 

evangelicals, depending on the context. 

 
Emergence Christianity and the Emerging Church Movement 

A final distinction must be made between the Emerging Church Movement and 

“Emergence Christianity,” a phrase coined by the late Phyllis Tickle.38 These terms 

distinguish between a broader religious transformation happening in many different ways 

across multiple traditions as each adapts and evolves in response to the broad social 

changes of the past century (Emergence Christianity), and those elements within 

Christianity that have been more receptive toward these changes and more deliberately 

                                                           
38 Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker, 2008). 
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engaged in constructive discourse regarding them (the Emerging Church Movement). In 

other words, Emergence is happening throughout the entire church, not just among those 

who self-identify as part of the ECM, and the Emerging Church is not just one more sect 

of Christianity, but rather the community of those who are more self-consciously engaged 

with the transformation already happening among all branches of Christianity in the 

postmodern era.39 This study uses “Emergence Christianity” to refer to the broader trend, 

and “Emerging Church Movement” to refer to this more self-consciously engaged 

segment within it. Both terms should be carefully distinguished from Emergent Village, 

which was but one particularly influential network within the ECM. The figure below 

provides a way to conceptualize the relationship of these terms to one another:  

 

Figure 1. Emergence Christianity and the ECM 

                                                           
39 Brian McLaren, “Church Emerging: Or Why I Still Use the Word Postmodern but with Mixed 

Feelings,” in An Emergent Manifesto of Hope, eds. Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2007), 149. 
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Conceptualizing the line between the ECM and Emergence Christianity as porous, 

as in the figure above, also helps when determining who exactly should be considered 

part of the Emerging Church Movement rather than simply part of Emergence 

Christianity more broadly. This is a difficult question as the lines between them are often 

blurry, particularly because one of the most common traits among Emerging Christians 

(owing to their disillusionment with institutional Christianity and to their embrace of 

postmodern epistemology) is a strong aversion to defined labels and fixed identities. 

Even some of the most influential figures within the ECM (Rob Bell, for instance), have 

been reluctant to claim the term for themselves, while some (like the new monastics, or 

“missional” gurus like Alan Hirsch) preferred different terms that highlighted more 

specific aspects of their own ministry. In addition, as noted above, some conservative 

participants later disassociated themselves from the label over the movement’s more 

controversial theological discourses, and others simply found the term too open and 

ambiguous to be helpful. For still others, the early adoption of the term “Emergent” by 

the 501c3 organization that later became “Emergent Village” felt too much like an 

attempt at institutionalization and commercial branding of what they had hoped would 

remain an amorphous, anti-institutional movement, leading them to avoid that and most 

other related terms. Complicating things further, all such labels (Emerging, Emergent, 

etc.) seem to have fallen out favor entirely in recent years, and even those most centrally 

identified with the movement now rarely bother to employ such terminology.  

 Nevertheless, many of the individuals and communities who have eschewed the 

“Emerging” label, whether in the past or more recently, are significant and often long-

time participants in the ECM’s community of discourse through blogs, websites, book 
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endorsements, conference attendance, ministry collaborations, and friendships. Their 

contributions have been integral to the conversation and it is not possible to understand 

the history of the movement apart from their participation in it. However, by conceiving 

of the ECM as a community of discourse defined less by firm boundaries than by 

participation in a mutual conversation, it is possible to include within its narrative not just 

those who explicitly claim the label for themselves, but any who have demonstrated a 

high-level of constructive engagement with others around the movement’s shared goals 

and concerns, and have utilized many of the same mechanisms of communication shared 

by this discourse community. This rubric has been applied to the many various groups 

and individuals often associated with the movement, regardless of whether they explicitly 

identify themselves as “Emerging,” resulting in an expansive and inclusive approach to 

the ECM. This inclusive approach avoids over-privileging any particular group as the 

ideal or prototypical “Emerging” type, and instead acknowledges the diversity within the 

movement, thereby allowing a more multi-faceted description of its historical 

development. 

 
Literature Review and the Need for a Historical Study 

 
 

Social Scientific and Theological Studies of the ECM 

In recent years, numerous scholars have recognized the Emerging Church 

Movement as a significant topic of study. The earliest book-length treatment is Emerging 

Churches by Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger, practical theologians at Fuller Seminary. It 

describes the movement by way of nine characteristics, derived from interviews with 

scores of self-identified Emerging Church leaders. Taking a more grassroots approach 
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based on extensive fieldwork with ninety Emerging Christians, both lay and clergy, 

located mostly in southern Ohio, James Bielo’s Emerging Evangelicals provides an 

anthropological description of the ECM as a movement centered around the production, 

consumption, and enacting of certain kinds of knowledge. Josh Packard’s The Emerging 

Church, Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel’s The Deconstructed Church, and Lloyd 

Chia’s dissertation “Emerging Faith Boundaries,” each offer a sociological description of 

the movement based on similarly extensive fieldwork. Wes Markofski’s New 

Monasticism and the Transformation of American Evangelicalism offers a sociological 

analysis of the related new monastic movement based on his ethnographic research 

within one new monastic community. Similar, but even more narrow in focus are Cory 

Labanow’s Evangelicalism and the Emerging Church, which presents an ethnographic 

study of an Emerging Vineyard congregation in the United Kingdom, and Blood and Fire 

by Margaret Poloma and Ralph Hood, which offers a detailed ethnography of an 

Emerging church in urban Atlanta. Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith, an edited 

volume, takes an interdisciplinary approach, including chapters from scholars 

representing historical, sociological, ethnographic, anthropological, theological, and 

musicological perspectives. Finally, comparative religions scholar James Wellman’s 

book Rob Bell and a New American Christianity analyzes the significance of one highly 

influential individual within the ECM.40 Most of these treatments of the ECM come from 

                                                           
40 James S. Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals: Faith Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity (New 

York: New York University Press, 2011; Lloyd Chia, “Emerging Faith Boundaries: Bridge Building, 
Inclusion, and the Emerging Church Movement in America.” (PhD diss., University of Missouri-Columbia, 
2010); Michael Clawson and April Stace, eds., Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith: Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives on the Emerging Church Movement (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016); Gibbs and Bolger, 
Emerging Churches; Cory E. Labanow, Evangelicalism and the Emerging Church: A Congregational 
Study of a Vineyard Church (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009); Markofski, New Monasticism; Marti and 
Ganiel, Deconstructed Church; Josh Packard, The Emerging Church: Religion at the Margins (Boulder, 
CO: FirstForumPress, 2012); Margaret M. Poloma and Ralph W. Hood, Jr., Blood and Fire: Godly Love in 
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a social scientific perspective, draw on a limited set of observational data, and aim at 

describing the movement as it existed when their studies were conducted. Though each is 

helpful for gaining a more multi-faceted and interdisciplinary understanding of the ECM, 

none of them undertake a thorough examination of the history or roots of the movement 

and thus fail to provide an understanding of the movement in its wider historical context. 

In addition to book-length treatments, there have been a large number of social 

scientific journal articles and chapter length studies on various aspects of the ECM.41 

There are also numerous books, articles, and dissertations offering theological 

evaluations of various aspects of the movement from scholars representing a diverse 

                                                           
a Pentecostal Emerging Church (New York: NYU Press, 2008); James K. Wellman, Rob Bell and a New 
American Christianity (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2012). 

41 James S. Bielo, “The ‘Emerging Church’ in America: Notes on the interaction of Christianities,” 
Religion 39, no. 3 (Sept 2009): 219-32; James S. Bielo, “Purity, danger, and redemption: Notes on urban 
missional evangelicals,” American Ethnologist 38, no. 2 (2011): 267-280; James S. Bielo, “’Formed’: 
Emerging Evangelicals Navigate Two Transformations,” in The New Evangelical Social Engagement 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 31-49; Ryan P. Burge and Paul A. Djupe, “Emergent Church 
Practices in America: Inclusion and Deliberation in American Congregations,” Review of Religious 
Research 57, no. 1 (March 2015): 1-23; Ryan P. Burge and Paul A. Djupe, “Truly Inclusive or Uniformly 
Liberal? An Analysis of the Politics of the Emerging Church,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
53, no. 3 (Sept 2014): 636-51; Richard Flory and Donald E. Miller, “Innovators,” in Finding Faith: The 
Spiritual Quest of the Post-Boomer Generation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008): 19-
51; Sally K. Gallagher and Chelsea Newton, “Defining Spiritual Growth: Congregations, Community, and 
Connectedness,” Sociology of Religion 70, no. 3 (209):232-261; Stephen Hunt, “The Emerging Church and 
its discontents,” Journal of Beliefs & Values 29, no. 3 (2008): 287-96; Jessica Johnson, “The Citizen-
Soldier: Masculinity, War, and Sacrifice at an Emerging Church in Seattle, Washington,” Political and 
Legal Anthropology Review 33, no. 2 (Nov 2010): 326-51; Lee and Sinitierre, Holy Mavericks, 77-105; 
Josh Packard, “Resisting Institutionalization: Religious Professionals in the Emerging Church,” 
Sociological Inquiry 81, no. 1 (Feb 2011): 3-33; Randall W. Reed, “Emerging treason? Politics and identity 
in the Emerging Church Movement,” Critical Research on Religion 2, no. 1 (April 2014): 66-85; Kate D. 
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range of confessional or ideological standpoints.42 Each of these works, whether social 

scientific or theological, analyze the ECM as it presently exists and so enhance our 

understanding of the phenomenon. None, however, provide the kind of broader historical 

background for the movement offered by this present study.  

 
Previous Histories of the ECM 

As noted above, historical scholarship on the roots of the ECM has been almost 

entirely lacking. A chapter by ECM leader Tony Jones in his book The New Christians 

and one by Ed Stetzer in the edited volume Evangelicals Engaging Emergent each 
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provide some details about how the movement has unfolded since the mid-1990s. 

However, neither extend their accounts to address what influences preceded the genesis 

of the movement, and both authors provide these histories only in the service of their 

theological arguments, defending or critiquing the movement, respectively. The only 

book-length work to address the pre-1990s roots of the ECM has been Emergence 

Christianity by the late Phyllis Tickle. Tickle attempts to trace the ideological roots of 

“Emergence Christianity,” a broader category than the Emerging Church Movement with 

which this study deals. Tickle’s book is written for a popular audience, dealing primarily 

in broad strokes rather than scholarly detail, and lacks rigorous citation. Her scope is also 

far too broad for focused analysis, pulling together numerous trends in religion, the 

sciences, economics, and society over the past 150 years into what she calls the “Great 

Emergence.”43 This study, by contrast, will focus more narrowly and rigorously on the 

genesis of the ECM in the United States from theological and institutional developments 

among American evangelicals in the post-war era, especially since the 1960s.  

 
Scholarship on New Paradigm Churches 

As a history of the ECM and the prior developments out of which it emerged, this 

analysis differs from many of the sociological, ethnographic, and theological studies 

above by examining influences upon the movement as it began and as it evolved, rather 

than simply looking at the character of the movement as it currently stands. As a result, 

this research is in conversation with and builds upon recent scholarship regarding 

changes among late-twentieth century evangelicals and especially those antecedent 
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movements that directly shaped the ECM. Donald E. Miller, for instance, first laid out the 

description of what he called “new paradigm churches” in his 1997 book Reviving 

American Protestantism – charismatic-influenced and growth-oriented churches and 

church associations like the Calvary Chapels, Hope Chapels, and Vineyard Fellowships.44 

Within the category of new paradigm churches, Kimon Howland Sargeant’s book, Seeker 

Churches, focuses specifically on the “seeker-sensitive” movement pioneered by Willow 

Creek Community Church which tailored its programs and worship services to 

specifically attract the unchurched, and especially white, middle-class, suburban Baby 

Boomers.45  While successfully naming the phenomenon, Miller gave only cursory 

attention to the fact that this growing type of evangelical innovators had their origin 

among the Jesus People Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and Sargeant failed 

to mention it at all. This oversight is corrected by Larry Eskridge’s extensive history, 

God’s Forever Family, in which he describes the long-term impacts of the Jesus 

Movement within evangelicalism and beyond.46 Other scholars have also recently looked 

at the influence of the Jesus People on the contemporary Christian music industry, the 

creation of an evangelical youth sub-culture, and the transformation of evangelical 

politics since the 1970s.47 Pushing further back, and broader, several other recent 
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histories have traced the development of evangelical youth ministries and their impact on 

the evangelical subculture since before the Second World War.48 This account builds 

upon such works to show how the ECM emerged from this youth-oriented evangelical 

subculture, and was especially shaped by (and also in reaction against) the ethos imparted 

to evangelicalism by the Jesus People Movement and their new paradigm churches. 

 
Scholarship on the Missional Church Movement 

While primary source material for missional theology and practices is vast, very 

little historical work has been produced thus far to describe the missional church 

movement since its inception in 1998 with the publication of the edited volume The 

Missional Church by the Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN).49  Regarding the 

historical roots of missional ecclesiology, David Bosch’s magnum opus, Transforming 

Mission, published in 1991, offered a sweeping and detailed overview of trends in 

mission theology from the early church up through the 1980s, outlining what he saw as 

an “emerging ecumenical paradigm” for missiology.50 This text provides a thorough 

historical foundation for understanding the roots of the missional ecclesiology that was 

soon to be built upon it. The concluding epilogue to the 20th Anniversary Edition of 

Transforming Mission, written by Martin Reppenhagen and Darrell Guder, also sketches 
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out both the ongoing evolution of missiological thought and the missional movement in 

the twenty-first century.51 Michael Goheen’s dissertation on Lesslie Newbigin, the 

primary inspiration and catalyst for missional ecclesiology, also provides excellent 

historical background on the development of Newbigin’s own thought, and Goheen has 

produced several shorter articles describing Newbigin’s influence on the missional 

church movement and the Gospel and Our Culture Network’s place in that history.52 Neo-

Anabaptist thought, associated especially with John Howard Yoder and Stanley 

Hauerwas has had a strong shaping influence on missional ecclesiology as well, though 

their direct influence has been under-examined. However, at least two books have offered 

a comparison of the social thinking of Newbigin and Yoder, Andrew L. Fitz-Gibbon’s In 

the World, But Not of the World and Jeppe Bach Nikolajsen’s The Distinctive Identity of 

the Church, Mark Nation touches on related themes in his appraisal of Yoder’s theology, 

John Howard Yoder: Mennonite Patience, Evangelical Witness, Catholic Convictions,  

and John Thomson’s Living Holiness offers a helpful distillation of Hauerwas’ 

ecclesiological thought in relation to the mission of the church.53 The missional church 
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movement that resulted from Newbigin’s work, via the GOCN and influenced by neo-

Anabaptism, has permeated the North American church in innumerable ways in the years 

since, especially through the ECM. The Missional Church in Perspective by Craig Van 

Gelder and Dwight Zscheile, assessed how the broader missional movement evolved 

between 1998 and 2011, looking at the various ways its ideas have been appropriated and 

applied.54 This current study will build on these studies to look specifically at how 

missional ecclesiology shaped the nascent ECM.  

Only one dedicated work so far, The Theology of Dallas Willard, by Gary Black 

Jr., has attempted to describe the major themes in the work of this important scholar who 

exercised a significant influence on the ECM in its formative years, both through his 

relationship with many of its leaders, as well as more broadly through his writings.55  

Willard’s ideas about spiritual formation and kingdom discipleship has helped many 

bridge the gap between missional church theology, which is sometimes still employed 

only in the service of traditional evangelical conversionism, and a more holistic 

understanding of the gospel focusing on discipleship and social transformation. 

 
Scholarship on Progressive Evangelicalism 

While the movement of late-twentieth century evangelicals toward the political 

right-wing has been exhaustively studied over several decades now, the parallel presence 

of an Evangelical Left since the 1960s has only recently begun to be acknowledged and 

examined. The most comprehensive history of this parallel movement is David Swartz’ 
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Moral Minority: The Evangelical Left in an Age of Conservatism.56 Swartz describes the 

rise of progressive evangelicalism from the 1960s through the 1980s, ultimately 

describing its fragmentation and loss of influence with the ascendency of the Religious 

Right. He notes in his epilogue that this progressive stream has seen a resurgence among 

evangelicals since the turn of the new millennium, but does not explore this new 

development in great depth.57 Brantley Gasaway focuses more on contemporary 

progressive evangelicalism in Progressive Evangelicals and the Pursuit of Social Justice 

by providing a thematic intellectual history of the theological convictions that have 

shaped the movement since the 1960s to the present.58 Like Swartz, however, Gasaway 

gives only passing notice to Emerging Christians. This project seeks to bridge the gap 

between these histories of the Evangelical Left and its influence on the emergence of the 

ECM. Indeed, I will argue that the concurrent rise of the ECM and the resurgence of 
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progressive social concerns among evangelicals is not at all coincidental but must instead 

be understood as closely related phenomenon.  

Scholars of progressive evangelicalism, and those who study social concerns 

among evangelicals more broadly, also often note the crucial influence of integral 

mission theology that was developed by the Latin American Theological Fellowship 

during the 1970s and given prominence among global evangelicals through the Lausanne 

Movement. The two most comprehensive works to look at these developments are Daniel 

Salinas’ Latin American Evangelical Theology in the 1970’s and Al Tizon’s 

Transformation after Lausanne.59 This study builds on their work by uncovering direct 

connections of influence between integral mission theologians in Latin America, African 

postcolonial theologians, and North American Emerging leaders. I will argue that the 

social concerns of the ECM, and their understanding of the gospel itself, has been 

informed, both directly and indirectly, by the integral mission theology coming out of the 

global south. 

This study’s contribution to each of these previous works is in establishing the 

links between these earlier trends and the current ECM. I do not seek to challenge their 

research or interpretations so much as build upon them. Each trace significant, yet mostly 

discrete developments in late-twentieth century evangelicalism. I will argue that these 

trends coalesced in the mid-1990s and early 2000s among a particular set of evangelical 
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leaders who would combine them with their own distinct appropriation of postmodern 

ideals to produce the Emerging Church Movement. 

 
Sources and Methods 

 

If one understands the ECM as a discourse community, then an effective history 

of such a community will have two aims: (1) to uncover the origins and development of 

the concepts that inform its shared goals and comprise its particular lexicon; and (2) to 

identify the personal and institutional connections that have drawn members of this 

community into dialogue around these shared goals and ideas. That discourse 

communities operated through shared mechanisms and genres of communication also 

points to the sources a historian of the ECM must examine – in this case, both the written 

and visual media utilized by participants in the ECM – books, blogs, websites, etc. – as 

well as accounts of physical gatherings of those in the movement – conferences, cohorts, 

churches, etc. Given the importance within discourse communities of members with 

sufficient expertise to guide others into the conversation, a historian of a community like 

the ECM needs also to engage with the key leaders, organizers, and spokespersons that 

have filled such a role. Thinking in such terms is especially useful for such a 

decentralized and anti-institutional movement as the Emerging Church. Though 

Emerging Christians have frequently eschewed formal institutional leadership, it is 

possible to identify those individuals who have had a prominent role in guiding and 

shaping the nature and direction of the discourse, whether through writing books and 

blogs, speaking at events, organizing communities, convening cohorts, or moderating 

conversations. 
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Textual Sources 

Textual sources for the ECM are extensive. At the most recent count, my list of 

books written by or about the ECM, or which have been noted as significant influences 

on the movement, included nearly 400 entries.60 Published books only scratch the surface 

of writing by ECM participants, however, as much of the movement’s discourse 

happened online – on message boards, websites, blogs, and social media. Most of these 

books and many of these websites were consulted for this research. They were examined 

thoroughly for textual evidence regarding the origin and evolution of key ideas within the 

ECM, as well the significant personal and institutional connections that have influenced 

their authors. I have also collected informal written sources, including email newsletters 

sent out over the course of a decade by Emergent Village, as well as email threads among 

key ECM leaders, both of which provide a behind-the-scenes window into the decision-

making processes within the movement.  

 
Visual and Auditory Media 

Visual and auditory media sources include the following: CD recordings of talks 

from at least a dozen ECM conferences, a series of videos produced by the neo-monastic 

community known as the Simple Way, a Sundance Channel documentary on Emerging 

pastor Jay Bakker, the Nooma video series and other recorded talks by best-selling 

Emerging pastor Rob Bell, the Homebrewed Christianity Podcast and The Nick and Josh 

Podcast, both of which offer interviews with dozens of ECM leaders and authors, and 
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numerous other individual talks by dozens of influential ECM participants available 

online.61 As with the written sources, these media were examined with an eye toward 

uncovering the source and evolution of the ECM’s key goals, ideas, and lexis. 

 
Physical Gatherings 

Accounts of past in-person gatherings of the ECM, whether at conferences, 

cohorts, churches, or other events or communities, are somewhat harder to come by, 

though in many cases I have been able to find blog posts by participants describing the 

events and gatherings, as well as archived websites outlining the speaker list and 

schedules for many of the conferences. In some cases, I have been able to interview the 

event organizers or obtain physical copies of the programs. In other instances, I was 

personally present for pivotal ECM gatherings – including the 2005 Emergent 

Convention in Nashville, the 2007 Midwest Emergent Gathering in Chicago, the 2007 

Emergent Village Glorieta Gathering, Brian McLaren’s Everything Must Change Tour 

stop in Chicago in 2008, Peter Rollins’ Insurrection Tour stop in Austin, Texas in 2010, 

an Emergence Christianity event with Phyllis Tickle outside of Killeen, Texas in 2012, 

the 2013 Emergence Christianity conference in Memphis (including a pre-conference, 

invitation-only meeting of about thirty leaders to discuss the future of the movement), the 

2014 CANA Initiators Meeting in Washington, D.C., the 2014 and 2016 TransFORM 

Annual Gatherings in San Diego and New York City, the 2015 Emergent Reunion near 

Santa Cruz, California, and the 2011, 2012, 2015, and 2016 Wild Goose Festivals in 

North Carolina. In addition, my former spouse, Julie Clawson, was present at numerous 
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other ECM events as a speaker or participant, and I was able to hear her accounts of these 

events first-hand. Each of the above sources are useful for showing which voices were 

being heard and which ideas were being circulated within ECM circles at particular 

stages in its development. Conferences are especially significant in that they often 

brought voices from outside the movement to inform those within it. 

 
Oral History Interviews 

A final, crucial source for this research has been email exchanges and oral history 

interviews with scores of “elder” members of the Emerging discourse community, those 

who originated, shaped, organized, and influenced the movement in significant ways. 

While priority has still been given to textual sources, these personal contacts have been 

crucial for filling in the gaps left by written accounts. I have conducted extensive 

interviews with two-dozen key personalities in the ECM. In addition, more limited email 

exchanges and/or in-person conversations occurred with several dozen others. The focus 

of these interviews was to collect the personal religious history of these participants in the 

ECM, solicit what they perceived as the most significant influences motivating their 

involvement with the movement, and gather specific details on their particular roles and 

experiences within it. These have been invaluable for drawing direct links between earlier 

evangelical trends and the founding leaders of the Emerging Church, as well as clarifying 

numerous factual details. 

 
Personal Participation in the ECM 

Finally, this history is informed by my own personal participation in the ECM 

since at least 2002. That year I was introduced to the writings of Brian McLaren, 
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immediately producing the sensation, reportedly shared by many others, that he was 

putting into words the exact sentiments and questions that I myself had been wrestling for 

several years prior. This affinity for McLaren’s theology led me, as a young pastor in a 

conservative church, to reach out to others online, and it was through this search that I 

encountered websites like theOoze.com and Emergent Village, along with a whole host 

of ECM-related blogs. I became an Emerging Church blogger myself with a modest 

following soon thereafter, and began attending ECM events and conferences as often as I 

was able. I also helped to start an Emergent Village cohort for the Chicago metro area in 

2002 and from 2006-2013 led a team coordinating similar cohorts for Emergent Village 

nationwide. In 2005 I planted a small Emerging church in the suburbs of Chicago. My 

wife at the time, in addition to coordinating the Emerging Women group, also published a 

book in 2009 offering an Emerging Christian perspective on social justice and soon 

became a regular speaker at ECM events, as well as a Board member for Emergent 

Village. I myself have continued to be involved in the movement and currently sit on the 

Board of Advisors for the TransFORM Network, an ECM organization that focuses on 

justice activism and missional community resourcing.  

This intimate personal knowledge of the ECM is both potentially problematic and 

yet also, ultimately, a crucial asset to this research. On the one hand, there is the 

challenge of maintaining a critical distance from the subject. Attuned to this need, I have 

done my best to remain aware of my own personal biases and to correct for them 

whenever necessary, especially by leaning on primary sources and letting them speak for 

themselves as much as possible. When interpretive work is necessary, I have also been 

able to check my interpretations with many of these living sources directly to solicit 
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alternative perspectives from others in the movement. In this way, my personal 

connections to the movement have also served as an asset, providing access to virtually 

any significant personality within the ECM, and allowing a more nuanced and thorough 

understanding of the complexities and differences of opinion within it. Indeed, my hope 

is to offer both a unique view from the inside of the movement while at the same time 

filtering this through the lens of trained historical scholarship. The aim of this work is not 

to be in any way an apologist for or promoter of the ECM, but simply an historical 

observer and describer of what I have seen within it. 

 
Description and Organization 

 
What shape will this description take? As previously explained, this study has two 

aims: (1) to uncover the origins and development of the concepts that inform the ECM’s 

shared goals and comprise its particular lexicon; and (2) to identify the personal and 

institutional connections that have drawn members of this community into dialogue 

around these shared goals and topics of discourse. To achieve this, I describe the 

historical roots of the ECM in the United States (with attention to how Emerging 

movements in other parts of the world influenced the North American movement) by 

examining socio-cultural, institutional, theological, and political developments among 

North American evangelicals since the end of the Second World War. I focus especially 

on the 1970s and argue that the aforementioned trends (new paradigm churches, 

missional ecclesiology, integral mission theology, and the Evangelical Left) originating 

in or around that decade created the conditions from which the ECM developed, or 

against which it reacted, thereby constituting the historical roots that produced the ECM. 

By examining written, visual, and audio sources, and by speaking directly with key 
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players in the ECM, this project establishes definitive links between these earlier trends 

and the Emerging Church. 

Chapter Two uncovers the roots of Emerging ministry practices, examining the 

role of the Jesus People Movement and the Church Growth Movement in the rise of a 

distinct evangelical subculture since the 1970s. These factors produced the seeker-

oriented/new paradigm churches out of which the ECM in the United States first 

emerged. It looks at how the encounter in the 1990s of younger new paradigm church 

leaders with the concepts of postmodernity gave rise to the Emerging Church Movement, 

and especially how it shaped their new experiments in church ministry and worship 

practices. It also looks at the alternative worship movement in the United Kingdom which 

began experimenting in the late 1980s with techno-driven, multisensory worship services, 

underground rave churches, and alternative church meetings spaces (pubs, coffee shops, 

etc.), showing how such experiments eventually inspired nascent North American ECM 

leaders as well. The goal of this chapter, ultimately, is to describe the ideological and 

institutional connections between these earlier trends and the new Emerging leaders of 

the 1990s, showing that these connections shaped the new movement both in terms of 

positive appropriation and negative reaction. 

Chapter Three traces the roots of Emerging theology by looking at trends in 

ecumenical missiology since before the Second World War, and especially the work of 

missionary statesman Lesslie Newbigin since the late 1970s. Based on Newbigin’s work, 

influential Christian thinkers began responding to the growing awareness that Western 

culture was moving beyond a Christendom model for society as churches in both North 

America and Western Europe continued to lose both adherents and social influence. They 
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began to shape an understanding of the church as a contrast community existing for the 

sake of mission in a postmodern, post-Christendom world. Significantly, this 

conversation was carried out particularly among mainline Protestant theologians who 

were nevertheless able to bridge the gap between ecumenical and evangelical missiology. 

These included the Gospel and Our Culture Network, as well as neo-Anabaptist 

theologians like John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas. These diverse thinkers 

produced the missional church movement beginning in the late 1990s, in which the ECM 

was the earliest example. Emerging Christians have also been significantly influenced by 

the kingdom theology developed by philosopher and spiritual writer Dallas Willard, as 

well as the counter-imperial interpretations of the New Testament offered by biblical 

scholar N.T. Wright. This chapter explores the ECM’s use of these concepts to reshape 

forms of ministry and church structures, as well the additional theological questions to 

which these kingdom-theologies gave rise. 

Chapter Four locates the origins of the ECM’s distinct social and political 

concerns primarily in the rise of what is often referred to as “Progressive Evangelicalism” 

or the “Evangelical Left” in the early 1970s. This Evangelical Left began among young, 

politically progressive evangelical activists who attempted to reconcile their evangelical 

convictions with their experiences of the black civil rights struggle, the anti-war 

movement, and the feminist movement. They eventually succeeded in creating a sub-

current of progressive evangelicalism within the broader American evangelical 

movement. The integral mission theology being developed by evangelicals in Latin 

America and other parts of the global south during the 1970s and later informed and 

bolstered the strand of progressive evangelicalism in North America. This theology 
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argued for a more holistic view of Christian mission that incorporated social concerns as 

equally important to, and really inseparable from the call to personal evangelism. Gaining 

global attention through the Lausanne Movement, these integral mission theologians 

opened up both conceptual and institutional possibilities for progressive evangelicals in 

the United States and beyond. Though this progressive evangelical movement had 

fragmented by the early 1980s and was overshadowed by the rise of the Christian Right 

in subsequent years, it retained enough presence within evangelical schools and 

parachurch institutions to influence younger generations of evangelicals, and began to see 

a significant resurgence after the turn of the millennium and especially among Emerging 

Christians. This chapter shows how the older generation of progressive evangelical 

leaders and Latin American theologians directly and personally influenced the shift 

toward progressive social concerns within the Emerging movement.  

Building on the connections between these earlier trends and the ECM established 

in the previous three chapters, Chapter Five picks up the story of ECM itself after its 

origins in the late 1990s to describe its ongoing evolution in the new millennium. Rather 

than attempting a comprehensive history of the movement during this period, Chapter 

Five functions instead as a kind of denouement to the historical roots of the movement 

explored in the previous chapters. It does, however, provide an in-depth account of the 

movement’s growth from 2001-2005, the growing criticism surrounding the movement 

from 2005-2008, and the fragmentation of the movement since 2009. It concludes by 

describing the current state of the ECM and the various new networks which it has 

spawned.   
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The conclusion in Chapter Six discusses the significance of the ECM for 

American religion more broadly, outlining its character as a uniquely postmodern 

adaptation of Christianity as well as describing its relationship to the increasing numbers 

of the religiously unaffiliated (the Nones) and the religiously disaffiliated (the so-called 

Dones). I also look at the ECM’s impact on contemporary evangelicalism, and show how 

many Emerging ideals have already been taken up by evangelicals even while the 

movement itself has produced a negative backlash in recent years. I speculate about the 

potential for a convergence among mainline Protestants, progressive evangelicals, 

Emerging Christians, and others around shared commitments to missional theology and 

progressive politics. I close by offering several suggestions for future research into the 

history of the ECM.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The Roots of Emerging Practices 
 
 

In March 2001 Andrew Jones, a missionary church planter and networker from 

New Zealand, with the help of several others, organized an alternative multi-media 

worship event in Austin, Texas called Epicenter in conjunction with the popular South by 

Southwest music festival. Hosted by the First Baptist Church of Austin, the event 

featured fifteen multi-sensory, participatory worship “environments.” Upon arrival, 

entrants stripped down to don white robes and then walked on bare feet through an 

interactive labyrinth. Inside were rooms holding unique sensory experiences or art 

installations often accompanied by music or visuals provided by onsite DJs and VJs. The 

atrium of the church was a “Playspace” where participants could sit, write poetry, and 

pop bubblewrap with their bare feet. The centerpiece of the event was the eucharistic 

installation which had the communion elements buried among a pile of trash and dirt 

brought in earlier that day from the streets of Austin. Communicants were asked to crawl 

on their hands and knees, in their white robes, and dig through the trash to find the bread, 

wrapped in a cloth, and a wine bottle, wrapped in a brown paper, while ambient music 

played in the background.1 

                                                           
1 Steve Collins, “’Epicenter’, Austin First Baptist Church, Austin Texas, March 2001,” Small Fire, 

accessed February 4, 2017, http://www.smallfire.org/specialevents_austin.html; Andrew Jones, “Emerging 
Church Front Page News in Austin,” TallSkinnyKiwi (blog), August 16, 2007, accessed February 4, 2017, 
http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/ 2007/08/emerging-church.html; Andrew Jones, interview 
by author, Austin, TX, October 21, 2016; Mark Scandrette, interview by author, October 28, 2016. 
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The Austin Epicenter event illustrates the impulse of early Emerging Church 

leaders to create innovative worship experiences in hopes of bringing the gospel to young 

people and alternative subcultures in authentic and relevant ways. Jones had already led a 

similar event in Austin two years prior (and would again two years later), and many other 

worship services of its kind – experimental, multi-sensory, participatory, and culturally 

attuned – were popping up across the United States around this same time period.2 This 

kind of “alternative worship,” had already arisen a decade or more earlier in more 

thoroughly post-Christian countries – especially the United Kingdom, Australia, and New 

Zealand – helping to inspire North American efforts as well.3 The Emerging Church in 

the United States first appeared as a recognizable movement as young, innovative, 

evangelical pastors gathered to discuss how their churches – initially mostly large, 

“seeker-sensitive” churches – could use such alternative methods to attract the so-called 

Generation X, people born between 1960-1980, a demographic that seemed increasingly 

disinterested in the church.  

Not every experiment in alternative worship veered as much toward the artistic 

and odd as the Epicenter event. Some focused on smaller, more intimate communities, 

participatory worship, and discussion-based teaching.4 Others emphasized a return to 

ancient spiritual practices, to liturgy and the lectionary, and to the quiet and 

                                                           
2 Jones, “Emerging Church Front Page News”; “Worship, to the beat of a different drum,” Austin 

American-Statesman, March 27, 1999, B1. 

3 Jonny Baker, Doug Gay, and Jenny Brown, Alternative Worship: Resources from and for the 
Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003), 9-20.  

4 Jim Belcher, Deep Church: A Third Way Beyond Emerging and Traditional (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2009), 22; Doug Pagitt, Church Re-imagined: The Spiritual Formation of People in 
Communities of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003). 
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contemplative.5 Despite their differences, most of these experiments were driven by a 

common concern to better reach a changing culture with the gospel by adapting the 

worship styles, spiritual practices, and ministry methods of contemporary Christianity. At 

the beginning of the movement, this gospel was still understood primarily in evangelical 

terms and the goal was effecting personal conversions. It was the methods, not the 

message, that the earliest participants in the ECM were concerned to change, though as 

this would not remain the case for very long as they began to engage more deeply with 

both postmodern thought and missional ecclesiology. 

This methodological adaptability and openness to cultural contextualization has 

its roots in the Jesus People and Church Growth movements of the 1960s and 70s, and 

the seeker-sensitive, new paradigm churches that grew out of their confluence. This 

chapter explains the ecclesial and subcultural context out of which the ECM in the United 

States emerged by describing, in brief, the history of these earlier movements, as well as 

the influence of early alternative worship experiments in other English-speaking 

countries. It argues that at least three of the seven characteristics of the ECM identified in 

chapter one – an openness to creativity and experimentation, a rejection of sacred-secular 

dualism, and a pastiche approach regarding practices from a multiplicity of traditions – 

are rooted in this earlier context, both in terms of selective appropriation of some aspects 

and negative reaction against others. It also explores the ECM’s engagement with 

postmodern thought and shows how this encounter influenced their approach and 

reoriented their concerns. 

                                                           
5 Tony Jones, Soul Shaper: Exploring Spirituality and Contemplative Practices in Youth Ministry 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Sally Morgenthaler, Worship Evangelism (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 1999); Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern 
World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999).  
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From Youth Ministry to Jesus People 
 
 
Post-War Evangelical Youth Ministries 

The willingness to adopt new methods to evangelize younger generations was 

already well established among evangelicals by the end of the twentieth century, having 

begun with an explosion of church-based and parachurch youth ministries in the 

immediate post-war era – groups like InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (USA), Young 

Life, Youth for Christ, and Campus Crusade for Christ.6 Though building on the well-

established American revivalist tradition by holding large evangelistic rallies to 

encourage among young people the three-P’s: patriotism, (moral) purity, and a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ, these events also showed the willingness of post-war 

evangelicals to adapt the methods of popular culture to their purposes.7 As historian Joel 

Carpenter notes, these evangelistic rallies were “wrapped in a contemporary idiom 

borrowed from radio variety shows and patriotic musical revues.”8 On the smaller scale, 

youth groups utilized parties, games, and popular music to inculcate evangelical morals, 

doctrines, and spiritual practices.9 Such youth ministries proved an ideal setting for 

inventive practitioners to experiment with new and more culturally-attuned methods. 

Evangelical churches tended to be suspicious of looking too much like “the world,” and 

yet also recognized the need to appeal to young people in ways that could compete with 

                                                           
6 Jon Pahl, Youth Ministry in Modern America: 1930 to the Present (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

2000), 56-60. 

7 Ibid., 6. 

8 Joel Carpenter, “Youth for Christ and the New Evangelicals,” in Rowland A. Sherrill, ed. 
Religion and the Life of the Nation: American Recoveries (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 135. 

9 Thomas E. Bergler, The Juvenilization of American Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 2012), 148-150. 
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the attractions of popular culture. By allowing new approaches to be tried first in 

parachurch and youth ministry settings, methodological changes could be tested and 

potentially “dangerous” cultural accommodations quarantined, while also allowing 

successful innovations an eventual route into the wider church.10 Furthermore, by 

creating a parallel Christian subculture alongside the mainstream youth culture, post-war 

evangelicals effectively protected their young people from corruption by “the world,” 

while still offering them some of its enjoyments. Ultimately, however, the goal of such 

ministries was still to lead young people eventually into the mainstream adult church, 

both in terms of beliefs and spiritual practices, but also in terms of culture – which for 

most mid-century evangelicals meant the style and norms of white, middle-class suburbs 

or small towns.  

 
The Jesus People Movement 

No evangelical youth movement had more success with this adopt-and-adapt 

strategy than the Jesus People of the late-1960s and early-1970s. Indeed, Thomas Bergler 

has argued that “the juevenilization that had taken place in the youth groups of the 1950s 

helped prepare the evangelical movement to accept the ‘Jesus People’ and ‘Jesus Rock’ 

of the 1960s and early 1970s.”11 What the youth ministers of the 1940s and 50s did 

tentatively and apologetically, the Jesus Kids did with enormous gusto and creativity, 

confounding the norms of respectable middle-class evangelicalism by freely adapting the 

hair styles, clothing, lingo, music, and methods of the hippie counterculture. Their 

purpose was both primitivistic – to return Christianity to what they believed was the 

                                                           
10 Ibid., 6. 

11 Ibid., 201. 
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authenticity and simplicity of Jesus’ first disciples, which to them seemed very similar to 

the freedom and informality of the youth counterculture, and yet also evangelistic – to 

communicate to their peers the message that Jesus was the “One Way” through the 

bewildering morass of spiritual alternatives offered by the era. Immersed as they already 

were in the counterculture themselves, and retaining many of its values – informality, 

experientialism, communalism, and a suspicion of traditional institutions among them – 

these young converts were able to adapt its styles and themes to their newfound Christian 

message with authenticity. The movement’s signature “Jesus Music,” for instance, 

reproduced popular folk and rock styles with religiously themed lyrics. Pioneering Jesus 

rocker Larry Norman captured the ethos of this new genre with his song title “Why 

Should the Devil Have All the Good Music?”12 Similarly, the widely read and frequently 

imitated Jesus Movement publication, the Hollywood Free Paper, was known for 

adopting the slang of the youth culture, sometimes to the point of absurdity. In one article 

editor Duane Pederson wrote, without any apparent satire, “We’re rapping about a Person 

– Jesus Christ. And if you can dig Him (that means to depend on Him to put your head 

together) then you’re in for some heavy surprises!! He’ll turn you on to a spiritual high 

for the rest of forever.”13  

The Jesus People created these expressions – music, magazines, and more – not 

just as authentic expressions of their own countercultural proclivities. Like their youth 

ministry forebears, they also used them to break down evangelistic barriers with their 

countercultural peers, addressing them in familiar linguistic, musical, and material 

                                                           
12 Larry Norman, “Why Should the Devil Have All the Good Music?,” Only Visiting This Planet. 

Solid Rock, Audio CD, 2009. Originally released in 1972. 

13 Duane Pederson, “Jesus is Better than Hash,” Hollywood Free Paper 3, no. 7 (1971), 1. 
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idioms, and to create a “safer” alternative to the more destructive aspects of a 

countercultural lifestyle. Unlike earlier youth ministries however, the Jesus People had 

little interest in eventually adopting the cultural norms of mainstream, middle-class 

evangelicalism. Indeed, almost the reverse was true. The Jesus Kids often saw their less 

formal yet more spiritually passionate version of faith as the ideal toward which the 

mainstream church should move – closer to Jesus’ true spirit and intentions. While their 

conservative theology differed little from that of mainstream evangelicals, these attitudes 

and cultural adaptations were, nonetheless, nothing short of revolutionary within the 

tight-laced evangelical churches of that era, and indeed, even within the broader culture 

at the time, in which even seemingly innocuous issues like youthful hair styles were often 

seen as deeply subversive and controversial.14 

The Jesus Movement began independently of mainstream evangelical culture and 

the big parachurch youth ministries. Instead, the earliest groups arose organically, almost 

ex nihilo, as converts from the hippie counterculture sought to reach their peers with the 

gospel. The earliest known group began in 1967. As the Haight-Ashbury district of San 

Francisco played host to the Summer of Love, Ted and Liz Wise, early hippie converts to 

Christianity, along with several other recently converted hippie couples, launched a 

Christian coffee house/crash pad a block from Haight Street named The Living Room. 

They also established one of the first Jesus communes, The House of Acts, in a nearby 

suburb. While these ministries lasted less than two years, they connected with an 

                                                           
14 My father, who was himself a long-haired Jesus Freak, often relates a story of attending a 

summer evangelism conference at Moody Bible Institute in Chicago during the early-1970s and being 
ordered by the Dean to shave his beard and cut his hair, despite his appeals to the bushy-bearded portrait of 
D. L. Moody himself hanging in the Deans office. 
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estimated twenty thousand young people and served as the inspiration for similar 

ministries up and down the West Coast, across the country, and abroad.15 

Lonnie Frisbee, a young hippie-turned-Christian, was among those taken in by the 

House of Acts after an acid-trip induced conversion experience brought him to faith in 

Christ. There Frisbee gained an informal education in Christian doctrine and practice, as 

well as a Pentecostal baptism in the Holy Spirit, before he and his new bride Connie were 

recruited by Pastor Chuck Smith of Calvary Chapel, a small Foursquare Gospel church in 

Costa Mesa, to start a ministry to street kids. Calvary Chapel soon experienced explosive 

growth as thousands of countercultural youth were drawn by Frisbee’s authentic if 

eccentric hippie persona and evident spiritual charisma.16 According to observers “when 

[Lonnie] asked the Holy Spirit to be present, it flowed through him as if he were a faucet. 

When the anointing hit, it was like walking with an apostle.”17 Lonnie and Connie 

Frisbee were instrumental, together with another Christian hippie couple, John and Jackie 

Higgins, in also helping Calvary Chapel found a string of communal houses for 

recovering drug addicts. In 1970 the Higginses moved these to Eugene, Oregon, 

becoming the original Shiloh Youth Revival Center, which multiplied 178 sister 

communes in thirty states within ten years.18 The success of these efforts shows how the 

                                                           
15 Eskridge, God’s Forever Family, 32. 

16 By some estimates, during Lonnie’s tenure at Calvary Chapel between 4,000 and 20,000 
individuals were converted, and between 2,000 and 8,000 were baptized in CC’s dramatic mass baptisms in 
the Pacific Ocean (Edward Plowman, The Jesus Movement in America (Elgin, IL: David C. Cook, 1971), 
45; Chuck Smith and Tal Brooke, Harvest (Old Tappan, NJ: Chosen Books, 1987), 9). 

17 Luhrmann, 27; Quotation from Frisbee: The Life and Death of a Hippie Preacher, DVD, 
directed by David Di Sabatino, Jester Media, 2006. Di Sabatino has also written a thorough account of 
Frisbee’s life and ministry in “Lonnie Frisbee: A Modern Day Samson,” included in his annotated 
bibliography of The Jesus People Movement: An Annotated Bibliography and General Resource, 2nd 
Edition (Lake Forest, CA: Jester Media, 2004), 205-212. 

18 Di Sabatino, Jesus People Movement, 11. 
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deep hunger for a more radically countercultural lifestyle among young people of that era 

was able to be redirected into experimental and communal expressions of evangelical and 

Pentecostal Christianity. 

Chuck Smith built on these successes to initiate a church planting movement 

based on his Costa Mesa model, ultimately resulting in the creation of the Calvary Chapel 

Association which currently boasts over 1700 churches worldwide.19 The Calvary Chapel 

movement, with its blend of southern California informality, charismatic worship, Bible-

centric teaching, appropriation of the styles and music of the emerging youth culture, and 

church-growth mentality, soon became a model for many other Pentecostal and 

mainstream evangelical churches looking to similarly connect with the contemporary 

culture.20 Eventually this approach would be adopted and perfected by other “seeker-

oriented” churches, many of whom, like the Calvary Chapels, also emerged out of the 

Jesus People Movement. It was from among such churches that the earliest expressions of 

the ECM would later arise. 

Further up the coast, the Christian World Liberation Front (CWLF), an 

evangelistic ministry founded by Campus Crusade leader Jack Sparks as a response to 

left-wing campus groups at the University of California, Berkeley, brought a more 

intellectual edge to the Jesus Movement. Unlike many Jesus People publications, the 

CWLF’s paper, Right On! (65,000 at its highest circulation, later renamed Radix), 

frequently dealt with substantial social issues from an educated Christian perspective, 

                                                           
19 “Calvary Chapel History,” Calvary Chapel, accessed February 5, 2017, 

https://calvarychapel.com/about/calvary-chapel-history/view/calvary-chapel-history/. 

20 Richard Flory and Donald E. Miller, Finding Faith: The Spiritual Quest of the Post-Boomer 
Generation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 64-65. 
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encouraging Christians to both evangelism and engagement with contemporary social 

issues.21 The magazine’s co-editor from 1971 on, Sharon Gallagher, was also an 

instrumental player in the development of evangelical feminism.22 The CWLF also 

established several communal houses, founded the anti-cult research ministry known as 

the Spiritual Counterfeits Project, translated portions of the New Testament into hippie 

slang, and engaged in many other creative evangelistic efforts aimed at reaching the well-

educated and highly skeptical radicals of their Berkeley campus.23 The CWLF eventually 

split in 1975, with a portion following Sparks into the Eastern Orthodox Church and the 

remaining group renaming itself the Berkeley Christian Coalition.24 Though its 

intellectual focus and social activism made it an outlier from the mainstream of the Jesus 

Movement, the CWLF nevertheless showed that evangelistic engagement with the 

secular counterculture could involve substance as well as style. 

Another group in the Pacific Northwest, Linda Meissner’s Jesus People Army 

(JPA), would plant seeds that produced some of the most lasting fruits of the Jesus 

Movement and directly influenced the formation of the Emerging Church Movement.25 A 

Teen Challenge street minister and traveling Pentecostal evangelist, in 1968 Linda 

                                                           
21 Publication figures for Right On found in David R. Swartz, “Identity Politics and the 

Fragmenting of the 1970s Evangelical Left,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 
21, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 82. 

22 Swartz, Moral Minority, 86-110.  

23 Jack Sparks and Paul Raudenbush, Letters to Street Christians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1971). 

24 Ronald M. Enroth, Edward E. Ericson, Jr., and C. Breckinridge Peters, The Jesus People: Old-
Time Religion in the Age of Aquarius (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1972), 112. 

25 Details on Meissner and the Jesus People Army can be found in Di Sabatino, Jesus People 
Movement, 12, 14; Enroth, et al., Jesus People, 117-122; Eskridge, God’s Forever Family, 101-104; Pat 
King, The Jesus People are Coming (Plainfield, NJ: Logos Intl., 1971), 9-10, 16-18, 21; Plowman, The 
Jesus Movement in America, 51-53. 
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Meissner felt divinely called to hold a series of charismatic revivals in Seattle which 

attracted large numbers of street kids. The following year she opened a coffeehouse in 

downtown Seattle for countercultural youth which grew into one of the largest Jesus 

People ministries in the nation, serving an estimated 2,000 kids every week. In 1971, 

Meissner and her self-designated Jesus People Army opened a network of communal 

houses and coffeehouses for street kids in cities across the Pacific Northwest.  

That same year the JPA sent out a team led by Meissner’s right-hand man Jim 

Palosaari and his wife Sue to plant a Jesus community in Milwaukee. The Milwaukee 

Jesus People grew quickly, establishing the Jesus Christ Power House coffeehouse, a 

street newspaper, two rock bands, and a Discipleship Training Center. The following year 

the community chose to split into four smaller groups, one to remain in Milwaukee while 

the other three embarked on itinerant evangelistic ministries in Europe, the South, and the 

Midwest. Palosaari himself led the Europe team and was personally instrumental in 

initiating the first Greenbelt Festival in the United Kingdom in 1974. Now running for 

over four decades, Greenbelt is a broad-minded festival of faith, arts, and social justice 

which draws tens of thousands of attendees to a fairground in southern England every 

August. It has also served as a showcase and catalyst for innovative ministries, including 

some of the earliest experiments in alternative worship that would eventually influence 

the ECM in the United States as well.26  

Besides these primarily West Coast expressions, the early-1970s saw Jesus 

communes, coffee shops, and underground papers spring up independently across the 

                                                           
26 “About Greenbelt: History,” Greenbelt, accessed February 5, 2017, http://www.greenbelt.org.uk 

/about/about-greenbelt/#history; Paul Northup, Turning Thirty (Greenbelt Festivals, 2003). 
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country, from the East Coast, to the Deep South, across the Midwest, and even in the 

heart of Texas. The Jesus Movement also saw evangelistic success overseas, starting 

communities and sparking revivals around the globe, from Europe to Afghanistan. 

Anywhere there were enclaves of the secular counterculture, the Jesus Movement was 

likely to be active. By some estimates, anywhere from three hundred thousand to three 

million people participated in the movement during its height.27  

What all expressions of the Jesus People Movement shared in common was a 

willingness to use culturally adapted methods to bring about a widespread revival of 

theologically conservative religion (fundamentalist, evangelical, and Pentecostal) among 

their counterculture peers, one that ultimately aimed to rescue young people from what 

they saw as the degradation of secular society. While keeping the outward trappings and 

anti-establishment attitudes of the radical youth culture, the Jesus Movement nevertheless 

represented a strikingly different response to the world’s problems. As one observer 

noted, the Jesus People were “not as much counterculture as counter-counterculture” 

especially in their critique of the secular counterculture’s spiritual pluralism and 

permissive lifestyles.28 As the secular counterculture developed throughout the early 

seventies, much of the early idealism turned to disillusionment as it failed to achieved its 

political goals or realize a new utopian society of love and peace. At the same time, some 

young revolutionaries began to experience the personal and social consequences of the 

drop-out lifestyle they had embraced – addictions, disease, and destitution, among other 

                                                           
27 Di Sabatino, Jesus People Movement, 6. Evangelist David Wilkerson’s estimate of 300,000 is 

the most commonly cited statistic and is probably close to accurate if one holds an inclusive definition of 
the movement. 

28 Lowell D. Streiker, The Jesus Trip: The Advent of the Jesus Freaks (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1971), 89. 
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maladies. According to religion scholar Robert Ellwood, what the Jesus Movement 

provided was a religious solution for this situation of failure in the hippie revolution: 

“The Jesus movement’s clear, direct answer to all this is the slogan “One Way!” One 

shining alternative in the midst of all the confusing phantasmagoria stands out – Jesus.”29 

American Evangelicalism itself is a movement with its own “long history of providing 

identification and meaning in failure situations… affording a means of spiritual 

consolation for “reject” communities” by imagining itself as its own counterculture 

within secular society while nonetheless offering adherents a route back to mainstream 

respectability via personal piety and moral discipline.30 Thus, by inviting the alienated 

sixties youth into a form of evangelicalism, the Jesus Movement provided them with an 

effective route back into mainstream society without feeling like they were merely “going 

home again” as if they had never left.31 

Mainstream evangelical leaders, though dubious at first, soon welcomed these 

Jesus Kids with open arms. The watershed moment was the Explo ’72 event organized by 

Bill Bright’s Campus Crusade for Christ as an evangelistic training event and Christian 

Woodstock. Held in Dallas in June, 1972, the rally drew an estimated 80,000 teens and 

young adults to its nightly rallies at the Cotton Bowl, and over 150,000 to its Jesus Music 

                                                           
29 Robert S. Ellwood, One Way: The Jesus Movement and Its Meaning (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall, 1973), 54-55. 

30 Ibid., 18, 23. 

31 Ibid., 23. See also, Barbara Hargrove, Religion for a Dislocated Generation (Valley Forge, PA: 
Judson Press, 1980), 129; Larry Eskridge, God’s Forever Family: The Jesus People Movement in America 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 277; Ronald B. Flowers, Religion in Strange Times: The 
1960s and 1970s (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1984), 53. 
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Festival on the final night.32 By inviting several popular Jesus People bands to perform, 

Bright shrewdly marketed the event to Jesus People in order to tap into their energy and 

enthusiasm and funnel some toward his campus ministries. For the Jesus People, Explo 

’72 was the first time many of them had ever been openly welcomed by the mainstream 

church. The final night’s address by evangelist Billy Graham, along with Graham’s 

recent book affirming the movement as an encouraging example of spiritual revival 

among American youth, also did much to assuage the concerns of many traditional 

evangelicals regarding the movement.33 

As the secular counterculture slowly dissipated after the end of the War in 

Vietnam, the Jesus People lost their natural mission field and primary source of converts, 

threatening the longevity of their own movement as well. This is not to say that the 

movement disappeared overnight. However, like their secular counterparts, many of the 

original participants were also getting older and settling into more mainstream activities. 

Some went to seminary or the mission field. Some joined campus ministries like Campus 

Crusade, Intervarsity, or Teen Challenge. Most got jobs and started families. Many began 

attending mainstream churches. By the mid-1970s the Jesus People were not as distinct as 

they had once been. In one sense, they were simply growing up.34  

Many Jesus People also gradually shifted their interests from radical evangelism 

to personal discipleship and inward spirituality. As Edward E. Plowman reported in a 

1975 retrospective for Christianity Today, “The trend was away from streets and into 

                                                           
32 Paul Eshelman, The Explo Story: A Plan to Change the World (Glendale, CA: G/L Publications, 

1972). 

33 Billy Graham, The Jesus Generation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1971). 

34 Eskridge, God’s Forever Family, 242-65. See also, DiSabatino, Jesus People Movement, 16-17.  
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books, away from confrontation and toward contemplation. Among Christians there was 

less emphasis on outreach, more on worship and Bible study.”35 However, he also noted 

that “They still are turned on to Christ, they still have a strong inclination to be engaged 

in Christian service, they remain person-oriented in their concept of ministry, they have 

become identified with an organized church, and they are working hard to support their 

families.”36 In other words, the Jesus People eventually turned their charisma-driven 

fervor away from the immediate expectation of widespread spiritual revolution, and 

instead settled into building a form of spirituality that would be more sustainable for the 

long term. However, as they melded into mainstream evangelicalism, they brought with 

them experiences that would profoundly shape the churches they joined or would start. 

Because of their influence mainstream evangelicalism itself began to change in ways that 

would set the stage for the Emerging Church Movement a generation later. 

 
From the Jesus People to New Paradigm Churches 

 
 

Influences of the Jesus People on Mainstream Evangelicalism 

Two interrelated influences of the Jesus People Movement on mainstream 

evangelicalism stand out. First, the Charismatic and Pentecostal roots of the Jesus 

Movement renewed within evangelicalism experientially-oriented and emotionally 

expressive practices of worship and devotion that harkened back to earlier days of camp 

                                                           
35 Edward E. Plowman, “Whatever Happened to the Jesus Movement?,” Christianity Today, 

October 24, 1975, 46. 

36 Ibid. See also, “Whatever Happened to… Young “Jesus People” – Coming of Age,” U.S. News 
& World Report, March 29, 1976, 49. 



62 
 

meetings and tent revivals.37 As has been seen, many of the early Jesus People groups 

were founded by Pentecostal evangelists, and others often adopted charismatic practices 

as well.38 The Pentecostal offer of an immediate and supernatural experience of the Holy 

Spirit and an intimate personal relationship with Jesus Christ was attractive to a younger 

generation hungry for more intense, personal, and consciousness-expanding spiritual 

experiences. For the Jesus Kids, Christ was not a stale figure trapped in dry hymns and 

stained-glass windows, but a living and transforming presence in their daily lives through 

the direct experience of the Holy Spirit.39 They practiced ecstatic prayer, speaking in 

tongues, dreams and visions, spiritual warfare, prophecy, words of knowledge, and other 

                                                           
37 I distinguish Pentecostalism, the Charismatic Renewal, and mainstream evangelicalism 

primarily historically rather than theologically. The large amount of doctrinal overlap and yet also diversity 
among the three movements makes theological definitions less than helpful for describing the distinct 
social and institutional networks of which each is comprised. Instead, I use Pentecostalism to refer to those 
denominations and ministries springing from the early 20th century revivals which emphasized speaking in 
tongues as the initial and necessary evidence of Holy Spirit Baptism. The Charismatic Renewal (also 
sometimes referred to as Neo-Pentecostalism) is understood as the movement during the 1960s of the 
Pentecostal emphasis on tongues, spiritual gifts, and supernatural healing into the mainline denominations, 
though usually without the insistence that speaking in tongues is necessary for all believers. While under a 
broad theological definition both Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Renewal are rightly seen as part of 
evangelicalism (cf. David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to 
the 1980s, (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 1-19), and indeed today Pentecostals and Charismatics are 
widely accepted within evangelical networks (cf. Larry Eskridge, “Defining Evangelicalism: 
Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Movement,” Institute for the Study of American Evangelicals, 
Wheaton College, 2012. accessed February 6, 2017, http://www.wheaton.edu/ISAE/Defining-
Evangelicalism/ Pentecostalism), such a designation ignores the many tensions that have historically 
existed between Pentecostals/Charismatics and other evangelicals. Especially during the early and mid-
parts of the twentieth-century, many mainstream evangelicals were reluctant to associate with or work 
alongside Pentecostal/Charismatics, and some even refused to admit them as fellow evangelicals (Richard 
Quebedeaux, The New Charismatics II (San Francicso: Harper & Row, 1983), 204-207). For this reason I 
distinguish “mainstream evangelicals” as those non-Pentecostal/Charismatic conservative Protestants who 
emerged in the 1940s as a self-designated “third way” between liberal modernists and separatist 
fundamentalists. Mainstream evangelicalism, especially in the mid-twentienth century, consisted of a loose 
coalition of various denominations, Bible colleges, seminaries, parachurch ministries, and influential 
leaders. Though several Pentecostal denominations were founding members of the National Association of 
Evangelicals, and many mainstream evangelicals had been exposed to Pentecostal teachings through the 
broadcast ministries of evangelists like Oral Roberts, nevertheless most non-Charismatic evangelicals of 
the mid-twentieth century considered Pentecostalism to be a world apart both ecclesially and culturally. 

38 On the Pentecostal ethos of the Jesus People Movement, see also, Eskridge, God’s Forever 
Family, 77-79. 

39 Pederson, Jesus People, 103-104. 
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spiritual gifts. Their piety did not express itself solely through the more supernatural 

aspects of Charismatic spirituality, however. They also highlighted the Charismatic 

emphasis on a personal relationship with Jesus expressed through vital, often life-

changing, affective experiences in worship and personal devotion. Following in the 

Pietistic footsteps of their Pentecostal forebears, they prioritized a passionately heart-felt 

faith over a dogmatic one, though they did not usually reject orthodox doctrine.40 Their 

faith was one of intensity, emotions, and a deep belief in the reality of the supernatural. In 

this they remained in continuity with the experientialism and experimentalism of the 

secular counter-culture, though replacing actual drugs with “tripping on Jesus,” and 

“getting high on the Spirit.” 

While the Charismatic Movement of the early 1960s had carried previously- 

marginalized Pentecostal spirituality into the established mainline churches – among 

Lutherans, Episcopalians, and the like, this spirituality was carried back out to the 

countercultural fringes of society through the Jesus Movement. As these fringe groups 

later found their way into more established churches, they naturally gravitated towards 

the less formal and institutional, and thus more flexible, traditions, that is, towards non-

denominational churches and other low-church forms of evangelicalism.41 This Jesus 

People-presence subsequently pushed mainstream evangelical churches to also begin 

taking more open stances toward charismatic gifts and other emotionally expressive 

                                                           
40 On the Pietistic roots of Pentecostalism see David A. Reed, “In Jesus’ Name”: The History and 

Beliefs of Oneness Pentecostals (Blandford Forum, UK: Deo, 2008), 9-32. 

41 The rigid insistence of classical Pentecostals that speaking in tongues is necessary for all 
believers likely worked against the ability of these denominations to attract Jesus People into their fold. 
Jesus People tended to gravitate towards the more open stance of the Charismatic Movement which 
typically held that tongues is a gift available to some but not required of all Christians (Enroth, et al., Jesus 
People, 194-206). 



64 
 

forms of spirituality. The charismatic quality of the Jesus People shaped mainstream 

evangelicalism in a number of ways. The rise of contemporary praise and worship songs 

was a direct outgrowth of Jesus People music, and eventually became the dominant form 

of evangelical worship, though not without much struggle and many “worship wars” 

within local congregations.42  The charismatic influence was also seen in the rise of a 

more individualistic and therapeutic approach to evangelical spirituality, one that focused 

on a “personal relationship with Jesus” through a “born again” experience, ongoing 

subjective, emotion-driven religious experiences following conversion, and an emphasis 

on the benefits of faith for individual self-improvement – all hallmarks of the Jesus 

People approach.43 These tools proved particularly effective for drawing multitudes of 

religious seekers, especially among the younger Baby Boom generation, into churches 

that embraced this new, expressive, and individually-focused spirituality. 

A second major influence of the Jesus Movement on mainstream evangelicalism 

was the adoption of a flexible and iconoclastic approach to worship styles, church 

structures, and other ministry methods, born from the evangelistic passion and anti-

establishment ethos of the Jesus People. Rather than binding themselves to traditional 

approaches and established structures, these new evangelicals felt free, even spiritually 

called, to replace what they believed were “dead” and “spirit-quenching” forms with 

newer and often culturally-influenced approaches – all for the sake of more effectively 

                                                           
42 Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, “The Waning fo the ‘Worship Wars’,” Gleanings, Christianity Today, 

January 6, 2016, accessed February 13, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2015/december 
/waning-of-worship-wars.html; Larry Eskridge, “The "Praise and Worship" Revolution,” Christian History 
& Biography, October 29, 2008, accessed February 13, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/history 
/200/october/praise-and-worship-revolution.html. 

43 David W. Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil: Christian Pop Music and the Transformation of 
American Evangelicalism (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2011). 
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spreading the gospel and “winning the lost.” In this effort the grown-up Jesus People 

continued to apply their adopt-and-adapt strategy when engaging with popular culture. 

The multi-billion dollar Contemporary Christian Music industry and the related 

commercialization of “Christian” movies, “Christian” bookstores, “Christian” clothing, 

etc. are testament to the power of this strategy for creating a thriving evangelical sub-

culture that could mirror the ways of the world, especially the more materialistic 

consumer aspects of it, while still communicating theologically conservative doctrine.44 

Post-Jesus Movement evangelicals have excelled at creating a kind of brand-identity by 

which those within the evangelical subculture could both advertise their unique 

“Christian” identity while still enjoying sacralized versions of the middle-class American 

consumer lifestyle.45  

 
The Church Growth Movement and New Paradigm Churches 

The Jesus People’s expressive spirituality and methodological adaptability soon 

merged with the contemporaneous Church Growth Movement (CGM) which applied 

sociological insights and business marketing strategies to Christian ministry, producing 

thousands of fast-growing, innovative evangelical churches across the United States over 

the past four decades. The Church Growth Movement originated in the mid-1950s with 

the work of missionary and researcher Donald McGavran who asked what social factors 

                                                           
44 Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 246-66. 

45 Flory and Miller, Finding Faith, 52-83. 
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caused churches to grow or stagnate.46 His answers, based on his decades of sociological 

research and practical experience as a missionary in India, emphasized the pragmatic use 

of the social sciences to discover the most effective strategies and methods for reaching 

particular demographic segments within a population. The CGM took off in the United 

States when McGavran came out of retirement in 1965 to found the School of World 

Mission and Institute of Church Growth at Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California. From 

this prominent platform, Church Growth methodologies spread widely throughout the 

evangelical world in subsequent decades, especially through the popularizing work of 

McGavran’s younger colleague at Fuller, C. Peter Wagner.47 According to social 

scientists J.B. Watson and Walter Scalen, as it came to be applied in the United States, 

the CGM developed four essential characteristics: (1) a focus on cultural 

contextualization; (2) the application of modern marketing techniques utilizing the latest 

technology; (3) the use of quantitative measures of success (e.g. worship attendance, 

financial giving, new converts); (4) networking with like-minded churches and leaders to 

share successful techniques.48 This pragmatic approach and openness to culturally 

contextualized ministry among the CGM made sense to many former Jesus People, who 

by the late-1970s and early-1980s were beginning to lead churches of their own.  

                                                           
46 George G. Hunter III, “The Legacy of Donald A. McGavran,” International Bulletin of 

Missionary Research 16, no. 4 (October 1992): 158. Cf. Donald A. McGavran, Understanding Church 
Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1970). 

47 See, for instance, C. Peter Wagner, Strategies for Church Growth: Tools for Effective Mission & 
Evangelism (Ventura, CA: Regal, 1989); and Church Planting for a Greater Harvest: A Comprehensive 
Guide (Ventura, CA: Regal, 1990). 

48 J.B. Watson, Jr., and Walter H. Scalen, Jr., “'Dining With The Devil': The Unique 
Secularization of American Evangelical Churches,” International Social Science Review 83, no. 3/4 (2008): 
171-80. 
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The combination of these CGM traits with the Jesus Movement’s own 

experientialism and experimentalism led to a transformation within mainstream 

evangelicalism that religion scholar Donald Miller has termed “new paradigm churches.” 

Miller identifies such churches by the following twelve characteristics: 

1. Started after the mid-1960s 
2. Majority of the congregation born after 1945 
3. Seminary training of clergy is optional 
4. Lay leadership is highly valued 
5. Contemporary worship 
6. Extensive small group ministries 
7. Informal dress 
8. Tolerance of different personal styles  
9. Pastors tend to be understated, humble, and self-revealing 
10. Bodily, rather than mere cognitive, participation in worship 
11. Charismatic gifts are affirmed 
12. Bible-centered teaching predominates over topical sermonizing49 

 
Miller also notes that a spirit of joy and celebration, in contrast to sterner forms of 

Protestantism, is overarching. While the final two characteristics were specific to the 

particular subjects of Miller’s study, overall this list provides an accurate description of 

the direction of most mainstream white evangelical churches since the late-1970s. 

New paradigm churches have been among the largest and fastest growing 

churches in America. Indeed, Miller gives them this designation because they seem to 

exemplify the insights of the “new paradigm” in the sociology of religion, which holds 

that within a free “religious market,” such as exists in the United States where there is no 

established state church, “religious providers” (such as churches) will thrive or decline 

based on their ability to adapt their “religious products” to meet the unique needs of 

                                                           
49 Donald E. Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism: Christianity in the New Millennium 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 20. It should also be noted that new paradigm 
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specific segments of society.50 According to Miller, new paradigm churches respond 

particularly well to the needs of white middle-class baby boomers who lived through the 

cultural revolutions of the 1960s, specifically needs for human community, for a cultural 

safe-haven, for material and spiritual support, and for a sense of both purpose and 

meaning as well as hope and joy.51 He identifies a number of characteristics these 

churches have inherited from the Jesus Movement that directly address such needs. 

Specifically, new paradigm churches are (1) therapeutic, focusing on relational 

authenticity and personal transformation through the application of “biblical” principles 

rather than secular psychology; (2) individualistic, focusing on one’s own personal 

experience of God through prayer and Bible study though balanced by a commitment to 

the church community; and (3) anti-establishment, eschewing religious bureaucracies and 

the external symbols of organized religion in favor of more intimate communities.52 

These qualities successfully appeal to the countercultural worldview of former Jesus 

People and other Baby Boomers by rejecting institutionalized establishment religion in 

favor of innovative worship styles cast in a familiar cultural idiom and providing them 

                                                           
50 Ibid., 2-3. On the new paradigm in the sociology of religion see Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, 

“Religious Economies and Sacred Canopies: Religious Mobilization in American Cities,” American 
Sociological Review 53 (1988): 41-49; Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776-
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Study of Religion in the United States,” American Journal of Sociology 98 (1993): 1044-93; R. Stephen 
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A. Young (New York: Routledge, 1997), 87-101;  
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“direct access to an experience of the sacred,” along with flexible, lay-oriented church 

structures and programs designed to cater to their own specific felt needs.53 

 
The Vineyard Movement 

The earliest new paradigm churches emerged directly from the Jesus People 

Movement. We have already seen how the Jesus Movement, by way of Lonnie Frisbee, 

was instrumental in sparking the explosive growth of Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa, 

which went on to establish a rapidly multiplying association of new paradigm churches 

after its own model. Over a decade later, Frisbee would be instrumental in sparking 

another charismatic revival that launched the Vineyard Movement led by John Wimber. 

At what Wimber described as a prompting from God, he invited Frisbee to speak to his 

church, a Calvary Chapel in Yorba Linda, California, at an evening service on Mother’s 

Day, 1980. At this service Frisbee began praying for a special anointing of the Holy 

Spirit to fall on the room and, as he did so, many there began to speak in tongues and get 

slain in the Spirit for the first time. The event led to an explosion of evangelism by those 

present and the rapid growth of Wimber’s church over subsequent months. Vineyard 

historians describe it as a watershed moment for the movement and the origin of their 

trademark teachings on “power evangelism,” that is, evangelism empowered by the 

supernatural gifting of the Holy Spirit.54  

Wimber’s church soon left the Calvary Chapel association, which tended to 

discourage dramatic public displays of the charismatic gifts, and chose to affiliate with 

                                                           
53 Ibid., 183. 

54 Bill Jackson, The Quest for the Radical Middle: A History of the Vineyard (Cape Town, South 
Africa: Vineyard International Publishing, 1999), 70-76; John Wimber and Kevin Springer, Power 
Evangelism (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 23-26. 



70 
 

The Vineyards instead, a small association of churches also with roots in the Calvary 

Chapel movement. Through Wimber’s influence, the Vineyard Association has since 

grown into a denomination of around 1500 member churches worldwide.55 Though the 

Vineyards came into existence well after the end of the visible Jesus Movement, both its 

roots in the Calvary Chapel movement and the influence of Lonnie Frisbee provide a 

direct line of connection to the Jesus People. The Vineyards have carried forward the 

ethos of the Jesus Movement by promoting a “casual, non-hyped, non-religious 

atmosphere” aimed deliberately at the “rock ‘n roll culture” of the Baby Boomers, and by 

emphasizing the gifts of the Holy Spirit for power in healing and evangelism.56  

Wimber and his Vineyard movement have played a significant role in spreading 

the new paradigm approach among mainstream evangelicals over the past three decades. 

Prior to joining the Vineyards, Wimber had been the founding director of the Fuller 

Institute of Evangelism and Church Growth, and his extremely popular course “Signs, 

Wonders, and Church Growth,” which Wimber co-taught with C. Peter Wagner at Fuller 

from 1982-1986, served as a potent platform for spreading his developing views on the 

charismatic gifts and their connection to church growth.57 The enormous influence of 

Fuller Seminary helped to disseminate Wimber and Wagner’s ideas to wide audience 

within mainstream evangelicalism.58 This was amplified by Wimber’s own popularity 
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and frequent travel as a church growth guru throughout the1980s and 90s prior to his 

death in 1997.59  

 
Seeker-Sensitive Churches 

The seeker-sensitive ministry model pioneered by Bill Hybels and the Willow 

Creek Community in South Barrington, Illinois, has been another hugely influential 

expression of the new paradigm. Now a megachurch at the head of an international 

interdenominational association of over 7000 member churches, Willow Creek had its 

beginnings in the mid-1970s among a Jesus Movement-inspired youth ministry in 

Chicago’s northwest suburbs called Son City.60 Their “seeker-sensitive” approach was 

characterized by a willingness to dispense with the styles, traditions, and trappings (but 

not the doctrine) of historic evangelicalism in order to become more culturally relevant 

and attractive to unchurched spiritual “seekers.” In Willow’s predominantly white, 

middle-class suburban context, this meant adopting a kind of business casual informality, 

stripping the sanctuary of confusing religious symbols, and embracing upbeat 

contemporary worship music directly inspired by the Jesus Movement. Willow soon 

become a phenomenon, growing to 2,000 weekly attenders by 1978, over 10,000 by the 

early 1990s, and over 20,000 by the turn of the millennium.61 Willow Creek has since 

spawned many imitators, and so successfully marketed their techniques to other church 
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leaders, that the new paradigm, born among the radical Jesus People of the 1960s, has 

now become the norm for evangelical churches in America, whether in the signs and 

wonders of the Vineyard Movement or the more seeker-oriented approaches of churches 

like Willow.62 

The spread of new paradigm forms of evangelicalism has also been instrumental 

in the surge in evangelicalism relative to other traditions, and especially the sharply 

declining mainline denominations, during the later decades of the twentieth century – 

from 23 percent of all Americans in the early 1970s to a high of 28 percent by the mid-

1990s.63 As will be further explored in Chapter Four, this surge was related to a larger 

conservative backlash to the social upheavals of the 1960s within the broader culture – a 

backlash which led many Americans to religious communities that would reinforce their 

opposition to the transformations of that era, especially issues of gender and sexual 

morality.64 However, cultural backlash does not entirely explain why evangelical 

churches in particular experienced growth during this period, while other conservative 
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religious groups (white Catholics for instance) still declined.65 One significant factor was 

the innovation and energy of new paradigm church practitioners who offered 

entrepreneurial ministry adaptations that resonated with the relaxed styles and 

individualistic/therapeutic ethos of the Baby Boom generation while still reinforcing 

traditional morality and doctrinal certainties.  

 
From New Paradigm Churches to the Emerging Church Movement 

 
This evangelical surge was over by the mid-1990s as a younger cohort of more 

socially liberal Americans reacted against the intense politicization of religion by the 

Christian Right over the previous two decades, producing a further backlash against the 

backlash.66 As political scientists Robert Putnam and David Campbell argue, “Young 

Americans came to view religion… as judgmental, homophobic, hypocritical, and too 

political.”67 Evangelical affiliation among young adults (ages 18-29) dropped 

significantly after 1990, from a high around 25 percent in the late-1980s, to under 20 

percent by the year 2000, a decline that has been mirrored by an equally dramatic rise in 

the religiously unaffiliated among that same cohort since 1990.68 This decline of 

religiosity among younger generations did not go unnoticed by new paradigm church 

leaders, many of whom began asking why the methods that worked so well in drawing 
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the Baby Boom generation were now failing to connect with their younger “Generation 

X” siblings and children. 

 
Direct Connections between the Jesus People and the Emerging Church 

The earliest expressions of the Emerging Church Movement evolved as the 

rebellious off-spring of new paradigm evangelicalism as they began to explore ways to 

recapture the religious interests Generation X. Most of these early ECM pioneers were 

Gen Xers themselves, though several of the elder leaders were in fact Baby Boomers who 

had been a part of the Jesus Movement in their younger days and passed through the new 

paradigm on their way to the Emerging Church. Spencer Burke and Brian McLaren, two 

of the most influential leaders in the ECM, stand out in this regard.  

Among those in the ECM, Spencer Burke is best known as the creator and chief 

curator of theOoze.com, a website that from 1998-2011 provided an online platform for 

much of the ECM’s discourse, hosting extremely active message boards as well as 

curated articles. By its height in the early 2000s, theOoze was drawing over a quarter 

million unique visitors per month from one hundred countries around the world.69  Raised 

in Southern California during the 1960s, Burke’s family attended Chuck Smith’s Calvary 

Chapel in Costa Mesa when he was a child.70 He recalls how radical, even heretical, it 

seemed to “replace the organ with drums and to have the choir director sport sandals, a 

beard, and a ten-inch pony tail,” or to baptize new converts directly in the ocean with 
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only simple personal declaration of faith.71 During his teen years he was active in a 

Baptist church in Sacramento whose youth ministry was heavily influenced by the 

methods of the Jesus Movement – dramas and skits, self-help talks, and early Jesus rock 

complete with lighting and fog machines. After graduating from high school Burke 

moved into the Berkeley Christian Coalition commune – a successor group to the 

Christian World Liberation Front which had splintered a year prior with the departure of 

its founder Jack Sparks. From 1977-78 he worked as the Coalition’s official photographer 

in which capacity he became personally involved in all their various publications and 

projects. Burke credits these early experiences in the Jesus Movement with conveying an 

incarnational and pragmatic approach to ministry, being willing to discard or replace 

traditional forms for whatever was most needed and effective in the real lives of people.  

Exposure in seminary to church growth theology left him with the belief that 

God’s blessing in pastoral ministry could be measured by the numbers one drew to the 

church, a perspective he would later criticize as “Spiritual Darwinism.”72 Throughout the 

1980s and most of the 90s Burke worked in various ministry roles at Mariners Church in 

Irvine, California, which, by utilizing the new paradigm techniques he had been exposed 

to in the Jesus Movement, he eventually helped grow to nearly ten thousand attendees.73 

He describes feeling pressured to attend conference after conference, buying all the new 

how-to books to acquire the latest “shrink-wrapped strategy for success” in growing a 
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large church. By the late-1990s, however, Burke describes feeling a “deep sense of 

frustration and gnawing sadness” regarding his ministry that led him eventually to the 

burgeoning field of Christian contemplative spirituality – finding solace in writers like 

Brennan Manning, Henri Nouwen, Thomas Merton, and Teresa of Avila.74  

Burke’s growing discontent was fueled by two further dysfunctions he saw in 

mainstream evangelicalism: problems he describes as “Spiritual McCarthyism” and 

“Spiritual Isolationism.” The first he defines as the problem of influential leaders being 

able to condemn and exclude those who fail to toe the line on any number of 

controversial theological issues, from homosexuality to the proper method for baptism.75 

That new paradigm Christianity tended to concentrate power in the hands of a few high-

profile CEO-style pastors only exacerbated this problem. Spiritual Isolationism was a 

parallel problem, wherein the impulse toward moral purity and cultural separatism that 

evangelicals have inherited (though usually in a somewhat softened form) from their 

fundamentalist forebears, expresses itself in new paradigm Christianity through the 

creation of a safe “Christian ghetto” where middle-class suburban Christians could keep 

at arms-length messier problems like urban poverty, homelessness, or drug addiction.76  

The combination of these factors eventually led Burke to resign from Mariners 

and launch theOoze.com as a safe online place for others to work through the same kind 

of questions with which he himself was wrestling. The democratized and anonymous 

nature of the internet allowed theOoze to soon become a gathering place for tens and then 
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hundreds of thousands worldwide who were similarly questioning Christian practices, 

structures, and theology, bypassing the usual gatekeepers of “boards, committees, 

publishers, denominations, hierarchy, and patriarchy.”77 Burke later used this platform to 

promote Soularize, a series of annual ECM “learning parties” which ran from 2000-2007 

(with a reunion of sorts in 2011), along with other local “Indie Allies” meetups to bring 

people together for constructive conversations about “the church in our postmodern 

culture” in a “safe, spiritual environment.”78 With these efforts Burke enabled 

discontented and questioning Christians to find one another and discover that, in the 

words of theOoze’s own tag-line, they were “not the only crazy ones out there.” In the 

process, he also helped to connect thousands of individuals to other thinkers, authors, 

innovators, leaders, and communities within the broader Emerging Church Movement. 

The interactions among all these participants within the free-flowing medium of the 

internet profoundly shaped the evolving direction of the Emerging Church’s own 

discourse and greatly amplified its impact on the wider church. 

Brian McLaren – arguably the best known, most influential, and most 

controversial leader within the ECM – represents another direct line of connection 

between the Jesus People and the Emerging Church. Raised within a strict Plymouth 

Brethren background, McLaren recalls having his religious horizons expanded as a teen 

in the early 1970s through participation in a Jesus People group in the Washington DC 
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area called Take and Give (TAG).79 TAG had been founded by a Southern Baptist lay 

leader named Lydia Little who had experienced the Jesus Movement in California and 

wanted to bring something similar to D.C.80 There McLaren was exposed to the Jesus 

Movement’s charismatic spirituality, its ethos of acceptance and methodological 

flexibility, its publications like the Hollywood Free Paper, and its distinctive Jesus 

music. The latter was especially impactful on the youthful McLaren who at that point in 

his early teens already identified with the hippie counterculture as a musician and artist. 

Around this same time, he was also invited to join a bible study with several young adult 

leaders from local Young Life, InterVarsity, and Navigators groups, providing McLaren 

familiarity with their more mainstream approaches to evangelical spirituality alongside 

the countercultural expressions at TAG. He recalls this bible study opening him to a kind 

of Christianity that “wasn’t all about guilt and rules; it had more of the air of an 

adventure… with God… an adventure with joy and reality and purpose.”81 For a young 

hippie already disillusioned with a more fundamentalist version of Christianity and 

wrestling with many of the pressing theological and social questions raised by that 
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tradition – McLaren mentions questions about evolution, the war in Vietnam, 

desegregation, women’s rights, the morality of rock ‘n’ roll, and whether Catholics were 

really “saved” – these more methodologically and culturally open, yet still spiritually 

passionate versions of Christianity were transformative.82 In fact, McLaren has suggested 

that his later writings for the ECM “may simply be an attempt to articulate what many of 

us felt and “knew” during those years.”83 His experiences in the Jesus Movement gave 

McLaren the freedom to question methodological traditions, freedom that he would later 

extend to theological traditions as well, eventually moving him well beyond the still 

largely conservative doctrines of his youthful Jesus People and bible study groups. 

His involvement with these groups eventually resulted in McLaren planting a 

Jesus Movement-style church out of another bible study he had lead in high school. 

Though lasting only five years (from 1975-79), McLaren reproduced the experience a 

few years later, starting another bible study group that eventually grew into a lasting 

community, Cedar Ridge Community Church in Spencerville, Maryland, with a 

“countercultural feel” (at the time McLaren would jokingly describe the group as “a 

bunch of sixties and seventies hippies starting a church in the eighties”). In many ways, 

Cedar Ridge was a quintessential new paradigm church, with its casual vibe, 

methodological flexibility, lightly-charismatic spirituality, and roots in the Jesus 

Movement. Soon, like many other new paradigm church leaders, McLaren found himself 

drawn into what seemed like the growing obsession with finding new techniques for 
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rapid church growth.84 This search for more effective ministry methodologies eventually 

led him to affiliate with the Willow Creek Association, and he himself became an 

occasional speaker at WCA events. His first book, Reinventing Your Church, was 

originally marketed to fit within the church growth genre (the cover of the first 1998 

edition portrayed a baby-boomer pastor in a shirt and tie using a wrench to “tweak” his 

church as if it were a machine), though the book itself contained a significant critique of 

such approaches. Rather than simply looking for more effective techniques for numerical 

growth, McLaren suggested that an even more radical reinvention of the church would be 

necessary in the new “postmodern” world.85 He recommended a comprehensive approach 

(“maximizing discontinuity”) that would attempt to reimagine the church’s mission, 

systems, traditions, theology, apologetics, rhetoric, structures, leadership, eschatology, 

and attitudes toward postmodernity. Reflecting this message, the revised and expanded 

edition of the book, published in 2000, changed the title to The Church on the Other Side 

[of the postmodern shift].86 The book, especially in its revised form, represents the 

evolution of McLaren’s thought from the pragmatism of the new paradigm to an 

approach more resonant with that of Emerging Church. While informed by the openness 

to innovation and adaptation pioneered by the new paradigm, McLaren suggested that 

new paradigm churches had not been thorough enough with the kind of changes they 

pursued.  This book helped bring McLaren to the attention of the Young Leaders 

Network (YLN), one of the earliest incarnations of the ECM in the United States. Like 
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McLaren many of these Young Leaders were also beginning to see the need for radical 

changes to the church in light of postmodernity. 

 
The Youth Ministry Subculture and the Seeds of Discontent 

Unlike Burke and McLaren, most leaders in the ECM were too young to have 

directly experienced the Jesus People Movement. Instead, many cut their teeth within 

ministries shaped by the new paradigm, and it was discontent with this form of 

Christianity that drove their desire to explore new alternatives.87 The means for 

germinating these emerging seeds of discontent was the same tool that had created the 

new paradigm in the first place: the evangelical youth subculture. Many evangelical 

churches in the 1970s and after, partly inspired by the successes of the Jesus People 

Movement, created thriving youth ministries by utilizing new paradigm techniques and 

the culturally adaptive methods of the Jesus Movement.88 By the 1990s, evangelical 

youth and youth ministers had established within both traditional and new paradigm 

churches an internal youth culture that had its own music, literature, leaders, and norms – 

often starkly contrasted with that of the wider church community. Whereas new paradigm 

churches often down-played difficult theology in favor or more “relevant” and life-

applicable teachings, teenaged Christians were often eager to wrestle with the harder 

questions of faith and open to more adventurous theological explorations. Similarly, 

while new paradigm churches had discarded traditions and stripped their sanctuaries of 

overt Christian symbolism in order to better appeal to “seekers,” Generation X’s aversion 

to marketing and desire for greater spiritual authenticity led many youth ministries to 
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reclaim more traditional and even ancient spiritual and liturgical practices, and to 

likewise encourage overt displays of Christian identity among their teens (seen, for 

instance, in the increasing popularity of Christian “Witness Wear” and other items like 

the ubiquitous WWJD (“What Would Jesus Do?”) bracelets in the 1990s).89 Furthermore, 

while church growth methods of the new paradigm were based on Donald McGavran’s 

“Homogenous Unit Principle,” which encouraged building faith communities around 

people with similar racial, cultural, and socio-economic demographics, the world of 

parachurch youth ministry often created a kind of pluralistic, evangelical ecumenism as 

young people from a wide diversity of Christian traditions and cultural backgrounds met 

and worshipped together at Christian concerts and Bible camps, on short-term mission 

trips with nondenominational agencies, and through ministries like Youth for Christ and 

Young Life. The result of all these divergences was the creation of a distinctive, 

theologically-engaged, deeply-committed, and diverse cohort of younger evangelicals.  

Having been raised with such high expectations, it seems inevitable that the adult 

church, even new paradigm churches, would prove unable or unwilling, at least in the 

eyes of idealistic young Christians, to live up to their desires for authentic Christian 

community. An enormous disconnect seemed to exist between the kind of Christianity 

practiced in their youth ministries and that of the broader church. As ethnographer James 

Bielo found, many who would eventually leave their church-growth oriented mega-

churches for Emerging congregations were quick to critique their former new paradigm 

megachurches as impersonal, isolating, commodified, exaggerated in scale, financially 
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tenuous, and overly concerned with spectacle.90 With such discontent rumbling beneath 

the surface for years among youth and youth ministers more interested in cultivating 

authenticity, community, and deep spirituality, it is not surprising that much of the 

original ECM conversation began within this same demographic. Nor is it surprising that 

youth-oriented evangelical organizations – first the Young Leaders Network and, later, 

Mike Yaconelli’s resourcing ministry Youth Specialties – provided the original 

institutional base for the ECM by organizing conferences and offering publishing 

contracts. Just as it had done for the Jesus People a generation prior, evangelical youth 

ministry lent to early ECM leaders its passion, activism, interdenominational character, 

methodological adaptability, hunger for authenticity, and institutional base, even as those 

Emerging leaders carried their critique in directions not envisioned by the original Jesus 

Movement.   

 
From Generational Ministry to Postmodern Ministry 

The Young Leaders Network was created in 1996 as a subgroup within 

Leadership Network, a resourcing ministry for evangelical megachurches funded by 

cable tycoon Bob Buford, to respond to a growing awareness that the new paradigm 

methods which had proven so effective with Baby Boomers in the 1970s and 1980s were 

now failing to draw younger adults into the church. The Young Leaders were not the first 

to ask this question. Already in October of 1993 InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and 

Leighton Ford Ministries (founded by the former Vice President of the Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association and longtime Chairman of the Lausanne Committee for World 
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Evangelization) had jointly convened a small “Consultation on Evangelizing Generation 

X” in Charlotte, North Carolina.91 Informed by a cyclical theory of generations, most 

popularly promoted by writers Neil Howe and William Strauss, the operating assumption 

was that each generation had certain innate characteristics, and that therefore different 

ministry methods would be required to reach them with the gospel.92 According to such 

theory, Generation X was cast as a “reactive” and “alienatd” generation, caught in 

between the supposedly “idealistic” and “spiritual” Baby Boomers and the “heroic” and 

“civic-minded” Millennials then being born.93  Gen Xers were thus often stereotyped as 

cynical, apathetic, relativistic, and pragmatic, having been burnt out on the excesses of 

their parent’s (or older siblings) idealistic quests for spiritual or material fulfillment. The 

1960s “Me” generation was believed to have produced the 1990s “Whatever” generation. 

The cultural setting was likewise cast in pessimistic terms for Gen Xers. They were 

believed to have been shaped by their negative social environment – a declining 

economy, political and religious scandals, broken families, and the AIDS crisis, for 

instance – to become highly adaptive to change, unimpressed by symbols of authority or 

success – demanding authenticity over slick marketing, and hungry for genuine 

community in the midst of a fragmented society.94 This last quality seemed particularly 
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useful to ministry leaders as a tool to reach this generation – perhaps the church could 

offer disillusioned and isolated young people the kind of authentic, hope-filled 

community for which they longed.95  

Even at this early stage in the Emerging conversation, however, leaders were 

suggesting that the changes they saw extended beyond generational differences to a larger 

“postmodern” cultural shift – in other words, the relativism, pragmatism, and pessimism 

of Gen Xers, as well as their hunger for authenticity and community, were believed to be 

indicative of a broader cultural transformation, of which Generation X was only the first 

wave. Two pioneering books that were written as a result of the Charlotte consultation 

both dealt more with this postmodern shift than with Gen X. Jimmy Long, a regional 

director for InterVarsity at the time, wrote Generating Hope (1997) in which he asserted 

that “Generation X is the first purely postmodern generation.” Because of this, he argued, 

“if we can understand how to reach and minister to Generation X, then we will know how 

to minister to future postmodern generations.”96  

Though crediting missiologist David Bosch’s seminal work Transforming Mission 

with first sparking this insight, Long’s understanding of postmodernism was also 

undoubtedly informed by another participant at the consultation, theologian Stanley 

Grenz, who had been invited specifically to speak on that topic.97 The consultation 
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inspired his 1996 book, A Primer on Postmodernism.98 There he engaged both with 

postmodernism in philosophy – from Nietzsche to Foucault, Dilthey to Derrida, and 

Dewey to Rorty – as well as the broader cultural shift to postmodernity – from art and 

architecture, to film and fiction. Grenz ultimately summarizes postmodernism as “the end 

of a single, universal worldview” (i.e., a metanarrative) and especially modernity’s 

dominant narrative of the inexorable progress of Western civilization through scientific 

rationality. Instead, this metanarrative is replaced with “a respect for difference and a 

celebration of the local and particular at the expense of the universal.”99 While arguing 

that evangelicals ought not accept the postmodern rejection of metanarratives, affirming 

their belief in Christ as the “unifying center to reality,” in other areas Grenz saw a great 

deal of common ground between Christianity and postmodern ideals.100 He proposed that 

churches seeking to minister in ways that would resonate with postmodern values ought 

to embody the gospel in a manner that is communitarian rather than individualistic, both 

experiential and rational, holistic rather than dualistic, and focused not merely on the 

accumulation of knowledge but on the attainment of wisdom.101 Grenz’s work would 

prove hugely influential to the Emerging discourse as it continued to evolve, inspiring 

others to develop more practical implications for postmodern ministry but also helping 

gradually to shift the conversation away from methodology alone to more underlying 

epistemological and ultimately theological concerns.  
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Several years after the 1993 Charlotte consultation, the newly formed Young 

Leaders Network organized a series of annual gatherings to bring together innovative 

ministers already reaching out to younger generations. The interest wildly surpassed the 

organizers expectations. Over 200 young evangelical leaders attended Leadership 

Network’s first “Ministering to Generation X” conference near Colorado Springs in 

March of 1996.102 This first gathering featured Dieter Zander and Tim Celek, who later 

that year published another landmark book Inside the Soul of a New Generation, 

promising “insights and strategies for reaching Busters.”103 Both Zander and Celek were 

already pioneers in planting new churches designed specifically to target Gen Xers. In 

1986 Zander and his wife Val had planted NewSong Church in Covina, California to 

reach out to younger persons like themselves. Within a few years it had grown to over 

1000 attendees with an average age of twenty-six. In 1994 the Zander’s left NewSong to 

help Willow Creek start its own Gen X service named Axis.104 Celek too had found 

success by specifically targeting twenty-somethings at Calvary Church in Newport Mesa, 
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California. Planted by Celek in 1988, by the mid-1990s Calvary had grown to over 1500 

congregants.105  

By the mid-1990s, similar youth-oriented churches were popping up across the 

country. Other headliners at the Glen Eyrie event included a twenty-four-year-old third-

generation Baptist minister named Chris Seay and his musician friend David Crowder 

who the year before had launched University Baptist Church in Waco, Texas to reach out 

to their postmodern, post-Christian, Gen X peers at Baylor University. With a grunge 

vibe, stream-of-consciousness style preaching, and Hootie and the Blowfish covers for 

hymns, UBC was drawing upwards of 1,000 congregants, mostly college students, within 

its first year.106 In contrast to this broad generational appeal, others, like Andrew Jones, 

who in the early-1990s had started a church for Goth kids in Portland, Oregon and was 

now doing something similar in the Haight-Ashbury District of San Francisco, advocated 

creating worshipping communities for even more narrowly defined subcultures within the 

younger generation – skaters, sufers, ravers, goths, punks, cyberpunks, and neo-pagans, 

among many others.107 Jones himself had just begun to connect with other such 

subcultural ministries around the world and would find dozens more thriving examples in 

the years to come.108 To many church leaders, success stories like these were persuasive 
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arguments that innovative ministries targeting Generation X and its various subcultures 

could be the future of new paradigm evangelicalism. 

Over four hundred young leaders gathered again the following year (April 29-

May 2, 1997) at the Mount Hermon Conference Center outside of Santa Cruz, California 

for YLN’s “Gen X Forum, Version 2.0.”109 General sessions featured the UBC band and 

talks by Celek, Zander, and Seay, as well as a foul-mouthed rookie church planter from 

Seattle named Mark Driscoll.110 While promotional materials promised sessions on 

planting churches (and churches within churches) among Generation X, talk of 

postmodernism soon overshadowed the emphasis on generational ministry, especially 

after an electrifying mainstage session by Driscoll.111 Entitled “Flight from God,” 

Driscoll’s talk described the shift from a modern to postmodern worldview as “the 

biggest cultural transition in 200 years” and called for churches to adapt their ministries 

to reach those already living in this new world.112 Among many of the younger leaders in 

attendance, Driscoll gave language to an almost intuitive sense of discontent with “how 

church was presently done.”113 This shift in focus to the deeper currents of postmodern 

culture beyond the surface waves of generational differences was not mere happenstance. 

According to Doug Pagitt, whom Leadership Network hired shortly after the Mount 
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Hermon conference to coordinate YLN, there had been a deliberate push by some of the 

younger leaders, including himself, Seay, and Driscoll, to steer the conversation away 

from the generational ministry focus of leaders like Celek and Zander. Instead, having 

been attuned to postmodernity though the influence of writers like Grenz and Long, were 

more interested in discussing ministry within this new postmodern context.114 

A few months after Gen X 2.0, at a Young Leaders planning session in Colorado, 

the topic was pressed again, this time by Brad Cecil, a young adults pastor from 

Arlington, Texas. Excited by the focus on postmodernism he experienced at the Mount 

Hermon conference, Cecil became frustrated when most of the discussion at this smaller 

gathering still focused on generational differences, outreach techniques, and worship 

styles. Instead, said Cecil, the real issue was the larger philosophical transition taking 

place, proceeding to fill up the white board with diagrams explaining the historical shifts 

from medieval to modern to postmodern, and the related shift from Christendom to post-

Christendom – that is, the privatization of faith and the church’s gradual loss of public 

influence in society. His outburst prompted organizers – especially Driscoll, Pagitt, and 

Seay – to reorient not just that weekend’s discussion, but their overarching focus for 

YLN.115  

This reorientation from generational ministry to postmodern ministry sparked the 

beginning of a movement away from the almost exclusively methodological concerns of 
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new paradigm, church growth-oriented practitioners like those Leadership Network 

aimed to serve, toward broader philosophical, ecclesiological, and theological questions. 

These Young Leaders began deliberately to search out Christian theologians who had 

already been writing about the shift to a postmodern, post-Christendom society and who 

could help them understand its implications for the church – philosophical theologians 

like Stanley Grenz, John Franke, Nancey Murphy, and Miroslav Volf, ecumenical 

missiologists like Lesslie Newbigin, David Bosch, and the Gospel and Our Culture 

Network, as well as neo-Anabaptist thinkers like John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, 

Will Willimon, and Rodney Clapp.116 In addition to a deeper understanding of 

postmodernity, these theologians also provided the early ECM with a missional 

ecclesiology that would reorient their entire understanding of church ministry, away from 

techniques for church growth and toward an understanding of the church as a community 

of spiritual formation for the sake of God’s mission in and among the surrounding 

culture. Insofar as the ECM has been defined as community of discourse engaged in 

deconstruction and reconstruction across this wider range of concerns, this 

conversational turn that occurred during 1997/98, combining the new paradigm’s 

methodological adaptability with a more thorough engagement with postmodern thought 

and an embrace of missional ecclesiology, marks the formal beginning of the Emerging 

Church Movement in the United States.117  

                                                           
116 Tony Jones, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church 

Movement (Minneapolis: JoPa Group, 2011), i-ii. The specific contours of these thinkers’ theology and 
their impact on the ECM will be explored in greater detail in the next chapter. 

117 To mark these events as the formal beginning of the ECM is not to say that the Young Leaders 
were alone in making this conversational shift. As noted above, books by Jimmy Long, Stanley Grenz and 
others (see, for instance, Leonard Sweet, Quantum Spirituality: A Postmodern Apologetic (Dayton, OH: 
United Theological Seminary, 1991); J. Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh, Truth Is Stranger Than It 
Used to Be: Biblical Faith in a Postmodern Age, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995); and Nancey 
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Leadership Network had brought on Doug Pagitt, a youth pastor from Wooddale 

Church, an influential megachurch in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, the summer following the 

Mount Hermon event to coordinate ongoing Young Leaders efforts. Pagitt’s primary task 

was to scout young, innovative pastors who would be available to host smaller regional 

events (dubbed “Ministry on the New Edge”) teaching fellow church leaders how to do 

ministry in the emerging postmodern culture.118 The intent of these forums was “to 

accelerate the emergence of effective churches by exploring the cultural shift upon us, 

creating regional networks of those doing ministry in the emerging culture, and honing 

the skills needed to work within it.”119 According to Tony Jones, who was recruited in the 

summer of 1998, the key quality Pagitt looked for was whether a leader seemed to 

intuitively grasp the significance of the postmodern shift.120 The cadre of leaders Pagitt 

would gather over the next several years became known as “the Group of Twenty,” 

                                                           
Murphy, Beyond Liberalism & Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy set the 
Theological Agenda (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1996)) had already begun educating evangelical pastors on 
the concepts of postmodernism and postmodernity. The popular “alternative” Christian magazine for 
“emerging generations” Re:Generation Quarterly (edited by Andy Crouch, then a minster with InterVarsity 
at Harvard University, and widely read by younger evangelicals throughout the 1990s) also soon began to 
speak of postmodern rather than generational ministry (see Re:Generation Quarterly 5, no. 3 (Fall 1999)). 
Likewise, mainline Protestant theologians had also long been engaged with various aspect postmodern 
theory, though this had only rarely resulted in any significant methodological changes and had rarely been 
accessed by evangelicals. However, because I define the ECM as a “community of discourse” engaged with 
both theory and practice, it is appropriate to mark the beginning of the movement as the point at which 
these earlier, more isolated voices were joined into a more identifiable community. On this point, it is 
significant that 1998 also marks the beginning of Spencer Burke’s website, theOoze.com, which soon 
became a host for much of the Emerging discourse community’s conversation on “postmodern ministry.” 

118 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. There were six regional “New Edge” 
forums in 1999, held in Denver, Washington DC, Minneapolis, Seattle, Dallas, and Orange County, 
California. YLN also organized four smaller national forums that year for young women leaders, church 
planters, worship leaders, and those leading or starting a “church-within-a-church” (Leadership Network, 
“1999 Young Leader Networks Forum Schedule,” Next special edition (February 1999), 12). 

119 Leadership Network, “The Young Leader Universe,” Next 6, no. 1 (January-March, 1999), 10. 

120 Jones, New Christians, 43, 49. 
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though no one ever knew for sure exactly who or how many were in it.121 Some of the 

participants included Rudy Carrasco, an Latino minister in an impoverished and racially 

diverse neighborhood in Pasadena, Tim Conder, a youth pastor from Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina, Tony Jones, a Congregationalist youth pastor in Minnesota, Tim Keel, an intern 

with Pathways Church in Denver, Dan Kimball, the leader of an innovative young adult 

service in Santa Cruz, and Mark Scandrette, a new church planter in San Francisco, as 

well as Brad Cecil, Mark Driscoll, Andrew Jones, Chris Seay, and of course Pagitt 

himself.122 They also invited a handful of more seasoned practitioners and theoreticians 

to present alongside them – including philosophical theologians John Franke, Stanley 

Grenz, and Nancey Murphey, missional ecclesiologists George Hunsberger and Alan 

Roxburgh, Vineyard national director Todd Hunter, pastor and newly-minted author 

Brian McLaren, worship consultant Sally Morganthaler, progressive evangelical leaders 

Tom and Christine Sine, author and evangelism professor Leonard Sweet, and spiritual 

formation pioneer Dallas Willard. The intermixture of young, creative church 

practitioners with experienced, boundary-pushing evangelical thought-leaders created a 

fruitful dynamic for the nascent ECM. The relationships engendered were the very 

embodiment of their desire to unite postmodern theological reflection with innovative 

praxis.  

Pagitt’s other responsibility was to organize the next large “Gen X” conference, 

which he promptly renamed “the National Re:Evaluation Forum” to express YLN’s shift 

in focus. Held in October 1998 in Glorieta, New Mexico, it drew over 500 participants to 

                                                           
121 Ibid., 49. 

122 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. 
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“consider the church, gospel and culture in the postmodern transition.”123  Speakers 

included a wide range of both scholars and more experienced practitioners.124 

Highlighted themes of the “emerging ‘church on the new edge,’” included: (1) 

Community - as “an expression of the gospel” and “essence of what Christians have to 

offer;” (2) Experiential – that is, the practical implications of an epistemological shift 

wherein “experience now precedes and validates knowledge;” (3) Mystical – a recovered 

appreciation of mystery and wonder producing a return to the creative arts; (4) Story – 

relating the overarching biblical narrative as an effective technique for communicating in 

a postmodern culture; (5) Leadership – outlining the new roles and new skills needed for 

postmodern leaders; and (6) Missional – reclaiming the identity of the church as a body 

of people engaged in the Kingdom mission to transform the world.125 Each of these 

themes were informed by their growing understanding of postmodern thought, and each 

would come to define important aspects of the ECM’s discourse in the years to come. 

Each also marked a significant turn away from an exclusively methodological focus 

toward the combination of both theology and praxis that was coming to define the ECM. 

As Tony Jones later reflected, “If the emergent church has anything rare, or even unique, 

                                                           
123 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016; Leadership Network, “Young Leaders 

Discuss Postmodern Transition,” NetFax 109, October 26, 1998. 

124 Speakers and workshop leaders included Rodney Clapp, Carol Davis, Mark Driscoll, Greg 
Garrett, Stanley Grenz, George Hunsberger, Jimmy Long, Brian McLaren, Sally Morgenthaler, Christine 
and Tom Sine, Leonard Sweet, and Thom Wolf, among others. (Tony Jones, The Church is Flat: The 
Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church Movement (Minneapolis: JoPa, 2011), i; Brad Cecil, 
“Detour,” Next special edition, February 1999, 2; “Spotlight,” Baylor News 9, no. 1 (January, 1999), 7.) 

125 Leadership Network, “Themes of the Emerging “Church on the New Edge”,” NetFax 118, 
March 1, 1999; Leadership Network, “Themes of the Emerging “Church on the New Edge” – Part Two,” 
NetFax 119, March 15, 1999. For a more thorough presentation of the themes from the National Re-
Evaluation Forum, see the February 1999 special edition of Leadership Network’s magazine Next, available 
at http://media.leadnet.org/blog-content/leadnet/downloads/archives/NEXT-from-leadnet-org.pdf. 



95 
 

it’s the nexus of theory and praxis, of innovative theology and innovative practice. These 

twin impulses of rethinking theology and rethinking church are driving the nascent 

growth of emergent Christianity.”126 

 
The Postmodern Influence 

 
Participants in the ECM, whether through YLN or elsewhere, came to their 

understanding of postmodernism in a variety of ways. Some would encounter postmodern 

theory directly through their undergraduate or graduate studies, while others were self-

taught through their own personal reading.127 Many others would have such concepts 

filtered through Christian theological interpreters, through their books or in seminary 

courses.128 Wherever they happened to acquire it, the rubric of “postmodernity” 

functioned similarly for most in the ECM: as a conceptual tool by which they could begin 

                                                           
126 Tony Jones, New Christians, xix. 

127 Brian McLaren, interview with the author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2015; Mark 
Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev.: Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 97-98; Brad Cecil, email message to author, January 12, 2017; Gibbs and 
Bolger, Emerging Churches, 257; Jones, New Christians, 41; Anthony Smith, email message to author, 
January 13, 2017. 

128 Tony Jones, for instance, credits his professor at Fuller Seminary, Nancey Murphy, with doing 
more than anyone to inform his understanding of postmodernism, comparing it to “chemotherapy” that 
killed certain “cancerous” theologies to which he had been exposed during his time with the evangelical 
student ministry Campus Crusade (Postmodern Youth Ministry: Exploring Cultural Shift, Cultivating 
Authentic Community, Creating Holistic Connections (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 8; Jones, New 
Christians, 102-103). Such theological interpreters of postmodernism were increasingly common among 
evangelicals in the late-1990s and early 2000s. See, for instance, Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on 
Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1996); Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, 
Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox, 2001); J. Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh, Truth Is Stranger Than It Used to Be: Biblical 
Faith in a Postmodern Age, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995); Nancey Murphy, Beyond Liberalism 
& Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy set the Theological Agenda (Harrisburg, 
PA: Trinity, 1996); Lesslie Newbigin, Proper Confidence: Faith, Doubt, and Certainty in Christian 
Discipleship (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995); F. LeRon Shults, The PostFoundationalist Task of 
Theology: Wolfhart Pannenberg and the New Theological Rationality (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1999). 
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to understand their discontent with contemporary evangelical theologies and give 

themselves permission to deconstruct such beliefs.  

Quite often, their utilization of “postmodernism” bore only marginal relationship 

to specific philosophical theories.129 Instead it functioned as a kind of shorthand for a 

perceived cultural shift, their general critique of “modern” Christianity, and their 

justification for reimagining new approaches.130 Modernity, while not wholly rejected (it 

was often reminded that “post” meant “after,” not “anti”),131 nonetheless served a foil for 

all that Emerging Christians hoped to move beyond in the postmodern era. Rather than a 

singular, concise definition of postmodernity, ECM writers tended to describe their 

understanding of the modern-to-postmodern shift through a series of contrasts.132 Though 

                                                           
129 Scott Burson notes that Brian McLaren’s presentation of the differences between modernity 

and postmodernity in A New Kind of Christian (2001) “lacks any substantive engagement with philosophy 
and the key philosophers of the modern and postmodern eras” (Scott R. Burson, Brian McLaren in Focus: 
A New Kind of Apologetics (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2016), 40). For McLaren, 
this was deliberate. As his main expositor of postmodernity in the book’s narrative explains “That omission 
[of postmodern philosophers] is intentional: I believe it is possible to describe postmodernity – the broad 
culture defined by its having moved beyond modernity – without having to go too deeply into 
postmodernism as a philosophy” (Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a 
Spiritual Journey (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), 19). With exception of more scholarly writers 
connected to the ECM, and Tony Jones’ Postmodern Youth Ministry, the same was true of most other ECM 
books as well. Typically, they described postmodernity in broad strokes and largely as a cultural trend 
without delving too deeply into philosophical waters. This is not to say they were unengaged with or not 
informed by more substantive philosophical discussion. The 2007 Emergent Theological Conversation, for 
instance, featured philosophers John Caputo and Richard Kearney, several key Emerging scholars are well-
versed in philosophical theology, and another significant contributor to the ECM’s discourse, Peter Rollins, 
holds a PhD in post-structural philosophy from Queens University in Belfast. 

130 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. 

131 Dan Kimball, The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2003), 49; Leonard Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer, A is for Abductive: 
The Language of the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 241. 

132 Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st Century 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 18-29; Jones, Postmodern Youth Ministry, 30-37; Kimball, 
Emerging Church, 44, 58-61; McLaren, Church on the Other Side, 162-166, 191-197; McLaren, New Kind 
of Christianity, 16-19; Sweet, McLaren, and Hasselmayer, A is for Abductive, 199-200, 242. It will be 
noticed that much of this early literature was published by Zondervan, a prominent evangelical publishing 
house located in Grand Rapids, Michigan. As will be further described in Chapter Five, Zondervan’s 
involvement was due to their partnership with Youth Specialties (YS), a resourcing organization for 
evangelical youth ministries, whose leadership, including founder Mike Yaconelli and Vice Presidents Tic 
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no two lists were identical, common themes often recurred. If, in their view, modernity 

was about a quest to obtain universal, objective, and absolute “Truth,” postmodernity 

held that there were only contextual, inter-subjective, and relative truths, held with a 

healthy dose of epistemic humility. If modernity advanced grand, overarching 

metanarratives, postmodernity championed local, communal, and personal stories. If 

modernity promoted a universal cosmopolitan Western culture, postmodernity celebrated 

plurality, diversity, and “tribal” identities. If the modern era relied on dualistic 

rationalism – dichotomizing mind and body, facts and values, reason and emotion, 

objective knowledge and subjective experience – postmodernity represented more 

holistic and embodied approaches to human knowing.  If modernity had privatized 

religion, removing it from the public sphere, postmodernity would search for ways to 

reintegrate faith and public life, science and spirituality, the sacred and the secular. If 

modernity elevated the individual, postmoderns longed for community. If modernity 

relished mechanistic and institutional systems of control, postmodernity fostered a 

suspicion of authoritarian institutional systems and celebrated unfettered, organic 

creativity. If modernity had faith in “progress,” believing that the rational and moral 

virtues of Western civilization would inevitably lead to global utopia, postmodern people 

were chastened by their confrontation with the crimes of Western society – Auschwitz, 

                                                           
Long and Mark Oestreicher, had developed a relationship with the Young Leaders and had a particular 
interest in cutting-edge conversations around ministry practices. This openness to new ideas and new 
ministry practices had been part of YS’s founding ethos, shaped especially by Yaconelli’s own irreverent 
and iconoclastic personality (Youth Specialties, “The Story of YS,” Youth Specialties, accessed February 3, 
2017, http://youthspecialties.com/about/history/; Mike Yaconelli, Messy Spirituality: God’s Annoying Love 
for Imperfect People (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002)). However, as we will see, YS’s openness to 
the conversation around “postmodern ministry” would eventually clash with Zondervan’s more 
conservative theological identity, leading them to discontinue the “emergentYS” imprint under which most 
of these early books were published. 
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apartheid, and two World Wars among them. Regardless of whether these 

characterizations of modernity and postmodernity were oversimplified or overly 

generalized, they were perceived as accurate by the ECM and were acted upon as such. 

How did this conceptual rhetoric of postmodernity shape the ECM’s response to 

modern Christianity? I suggest that the ECM adopted at least three major themes from 

postmodern thought: (1) an emphasis on embodied and holistic ways of being and 

knowing encouraging new forms of worship and an emphasis on faith as a lifestyle; (2) a 

posture of epistemic humility producing a willingness to question, a pastiche approach to 

ecclesial traditions, and a preference for narrative over propositional expressions of truth; 

(3) a communal/conversational locus of authority resulting in a new relationship to 

scripture and more relational, egalitarian, and fluid ecclesial structures. 

 
Embodied Holism 

Emerging Christians typically defined postmodernism over and against the 

rationalistic, objectivist, and individualistic tendencies of the Modern era, typified by the 

mid-twentieth century school of logical positivism, in which human knowing was 

reduced to empirically or rationally verifiable facts, separated from the realms of ethics, 

values, emotions, subjective experiences, communal authorities, metaphysical beliefs, 

cultural contexts, or socially constructed frameworks of interpretation. Such approaches, 

they believed, were based on a kind of mind-body dualism which dichotomized our 

rational (mental) beliefs from the rest of our embodied experiences in the world, 

valorizing the former and minimizing the latter. Introduced to critiques of this approach 

by their readings of missiologist Lesslie Newbigin (who pointed them to post-positivist 

philosophers like Michael Polanyi and Alasdair MacIntyre) and others, Emerging leaders 
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thus came to characterize postmodernity as a more holistic and embodied approach to 

human existence, one that emphasized the irreducibly integrated nature of human 

experience and the inseparable embeddedness of human beings within social networks 

(family, cultures, intellectual traditions, religions, nations, et cetera).133 

Many ECM innovations in ministry methodologies and spiritual practices were 

influenced by this “postmodern” notion of embodied holism. Some used it to reject a 

monocultural, one-size-fits-all approach to ministry and worship (based on the modern 

assumption of universal rationality), and were motivated instead to experiment with new 

approaches to worship and ministry in the name of being contextually appropriate within 

postmodern cultures and subcultures. Often this led practitioners to experiment with more 

experiential, ancient, artistic, multi-sensory, and participatory forms of personal and 

corporate spiritual practice in an attempt to express the faith in more embodied and 

holistic ways.  Likewise, the emphasis on holistic integration also led many Emerging 

Christians to reject the social and often moral separation of sacred and secular spheres of 

life promoted by modern dualism and often embraced by the church as well, leading to 

attempts to “re-sacralize” aspects of culture that had been declared “secular” by 

modernity (and therefore “corrupt” by the church). Each of these will be described more 

thoroughly below. 

This emphasis on embodied holism would also incline Emerging thinkers to 

decenter orthodoxy (that is, “correct” belief in propositional statements of doctrine) as the 

sine qua non of Christian faithfulness, in order to also elevate the importance of 

                                                           
133 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1988); Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1989); Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958). 
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“orthopraxy” (good work in the world), “ortho-affinity” (good ways of relating), and 

“orthopathy” (good ways of being, that is, cultivating within oneself the fruits of the 

Spirit).134 In other words, for postmodern Emerging Christians, Christianity was not just a 

systematic theology to be believed, but a holistic lifestyle to be practiced. As Mark 

Scandrette would put it “The emerging church is a quest for a more integrated and whole 

life of faith. There is a bit of theological questioning going on, focusing more on 

kingdom theology, the inner life, friendship/community, justice, earth keeping, 

inclusivity, and inspirational leadership. In addition, the arts are in a renaissance, as are 

the classical spiritual disciplines. Overall it is a quest for a holistic spirituality.”135 This 

quest, in turn, made Emerging Christians receptive to the influences of missional 

ecclesiology, which would argue that rather than merely winning converts (through their 

mental assent to Christian doctrines) so as to extract them out of society and into the 

church, the true mission of the church was to “incarnate” (i.e. holistically embody) the 

kingdom of God in the midst of society both as a faithful community and through holistic 

lifestyles of discipleship. This turn will be explored more thoroughly in the next chapter. 

 
Epistemic Humility 

Related to this epistemological shift toward embodied holism, postmodernity 

provided the ECM with a sense of epistemic humility – that is humility about the limits of 

human knowledge and our ability to represent reality completely or accurately.136 This 

                                                           
134 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions that Are Transforming the Faith 

(New York: HarperOne, 2010), 29. 

135 Mark Scandrette, quoted in Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 42. 

136 Jones, New Christians, 140; McLaren, Church on the Other Side, 173. 
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epistemic humility was informed by several facets of postmodern thought. The first was a 

critique of foundationalist epistemology, around which much of the early philosophical 

discourse of the ECM centered.137  In brief, foundationalism, closely related to 

positivism, asserts that all human knowledge must be based on incontrovertible first 

principles that are believed to be universal, objective, and discernible to any rational 

person.138 Both liberal and evangelical Protestants were believed to have capitulated to 

this modern epistemology, with the former resting their theology on presumed-universal 

religious experiences, and the latter on the Bible itself – believed to be divinely inspired, 

authoritative, and completely inerrant – from which could be gleaned clear and 

indubitable propositional truths that could be arranged into rationalistic systematic 

theologies.139 This Bible-based foundationalist epistemology commonly led conservative 

evangelicals in the late-twentieth century to assert their doctrinal and moral beliefs as 

                                                           
137 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 3-54; Jones, New Christians, 18-21; Jones, 

Postmodern Youth Ministry, 16-24; McLaren, New Kind of Christian, 54-59; Murphy, Beyond Liberalism 
and Fundamentalism, 11-35, 88-94. 

138 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 23. For their definition of foundationalism, Grenz 
and Franke rely primarily on evangelical philosopher Jay Wood’s short introduction to epistemology, 
Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998). Like Wood, they 
trace the origins of foundationalism to early modern philosophers like René Descartes and John Locke, also 
mentioning the “soft foundationalism” nineteenth-century Scottish common sense realist Thomas Reid 
(Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 29-32). Wood also briefly mentions logical positivism as a 
more recent version of foundationalism (Wood, Epistemology, 86). 

139 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 32-37. Grenz and Franke trace liberal 
foundationalist theology to nineteenth-century theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher and through twentieth-
century theologians like Shailer Mathews, Harry Emerson Fosdick, and Gordon Kaufman. They cite 
nineteenth-century Princeton theologian Charles Hodge as an example of Biblicist foundationalism. More 
recent examples mentioned include the work of evangelical theologians like Gordon Lewis and Bruce 
Demarest’s three-volume Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987) and Wayne 
Grudem’s, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
1994). The latter was an especially popular textbook in many conservative seminaries during the late-1990s 
and early-2000s, which many Emerging Christians would have read and against which they were often 
explicitly reacting. 
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“absolute truth” – universal, objective, and rational – that should be held with 

unwavering certainty and defended against postmodern relativism and subjectivism.140  

Emerging evangelicals, on the other hand, informed by postmodern critiques of 

foundationalism, as well as notions of embodied holism, felt increasingly uneasy with 

such proclamations of absolute certainty and the reduction of truth to a series of 

rationalistic propositions.141 Tony Jones remembers that “an early theme in the movement 

was that the churches and seminaries from which we were emerging had grown too 

certain about their stands on doctrinal issues, polity, and social issues. As an antidote to 

that certainty, we were drawn to the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Stanley Fish, Richard 

Rorty, and Jacques Derrida.”142 From such sources, early Emerging leaders received a 

post-foundationalist epistemology which viewed truth as contextual (situated within a 

particular historical and cultural location), inter-subjective (communally and socially 

constructed), coherentist (an interconnected web of beliefs in which none are 

foundational or indubitable), holistic (based on multiple sources for knowledge, including 

both reason and experience), partial (always subject to new insights or differing 

perspectives), and provisional (open to being revised or replaced as necessary). All of 

these qualities would incline Emerging Christians toward a posture of epistemic humility. 

                                                           
140 See, for instance, Chuck Colson, “The Postmodern Crackup,” Christianity Today 47, no. 12 

(December 2003): 72; Millard J. Erickson, Postmodernizing the Faith: Evangelical Responses to the 
Challenge of Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998); Josh McDowell and Bob Hostetler, Beyond 
Belief to Convictions (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2002), 11-18.  

141 In his ethnographic research on Emerging evangelicals, James Bielo discovered that they tend 
to share 1) an “aversion to dogmatic certainty,” 2) a “suspicion of epistemological clarity,” and 3) a desire 
to “dethrone doctrinal belief” (Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 11). 

142 Tony Jones, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church 
Movement (Minneapolis: JoPa Group, 2011), ii. 
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The contextual and provisional nature of their doctrinal beliefs was especially 

reinforced by an acute awareness that earlier generations of Christians had gotten some of 

their “absolute truths” drastically and tragically wrong in the past. As Jones would later 

put it, “One hundred years ago, my great-grandfather thought that women shouldn’t vote. 

He was absolutely certain about that, and I’m absolutely certain that he was wrong. Two 

hundred years ago, my great-great-great-great-grandfather believed that white men 

should own black men. He was absolutely certain about that, and I am quite certain that 

he was wrong.”143 Such awareness regarding the historically and culturally bound nature 

of what we currently believe to be true led many Emerging Christians to view their 

doctrinal and moral beliefs as contingent and provisional. Thus, in Jones’ words, “I’m 

humble because I don’t know what I’m wrong about today. I’ll speak with confidence, 

and I’ll speak with passion, but I won’t speak with certainty.”144  

Their posture of epistemic humility was also based on experiences with the 

radical pluralization of American society in terms of race, religion, gender identity, and 

sexual orientation during the latter-half of the twentieth century – not to mention the 

diversity of theological opinions within the Christian religion itself, or even just within 

the evangelical wing of it. Such experiences made it increasingly difficult for Emerging 

Christians to claim that they alone had the corner on absolute truth.145 Instead they 

adopted what Tony Jones calls “the postmodern posture: an attempt to both maintain 

                                                           
143 Jones, New Christians, 140. 

144 Ibid.; cf. David Dark, The Sacredness of Questioning Everything (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2009); Brian D. McLaren, A Generous Orthodoxy (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 19-
20. 

145 Jones, New Christians, 38-39; Kimball, The Emerging Church, 67-76. 
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one’s distinctive identity while also being truly open to the identity of the other.” This 

approach, he says, is “always ad hoc, always contextual, always situational.”146 This 

posture also left them open to receiving truth and insight from sources sometimes 

condemned by conservative Christians – e.g. liberal and liberationist theologians, secular 

theorists, sexual minorities, non-Christian religions, and the like – a trait that, over time, 

would serve to broaden their conceptual horizons even further and make foundationalist 

absolutism appear even more untenable.  

This posture of epistemic humility based on postmodern insights into the nature of 

human knowledge had several practical implications for those in the ECM. First and 

foremost, it gave them license to question prior theological certainties and to begin 

constructing new, provisional alternatives. If there were no indubitable epistemological 

foundations, then any belief was potentially revisable or even discardable. Thus, one had 

an almost moral responsibility to not simply accept received doctrines without question. 

Even those that were retained (and many were – reexamining one’s beliefs did not always 

lead to discarding them) would need to be held more lightly, with humility and without 

claims of absolute certainty. Sociologists Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel describe this 

as Emerging Christian’s “embrace of doubt,” which they describe in terms of “a 

willingness to live with tension, ambiguity, and gray areas.”147 Many would even come to 

valorize religious doubt as the antidote to excessive evangelical certainty. The subtitle to 

Emerging philosopher Peter Rollins’ book, Insurrection, for instance, reads “To believe 

                                                           
146 Jones, New Christians, 39. See Brian D. McLaren, Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and 

Mohammed Cross the Road?: Christian Identity in a Multi-Faith World (New York: Jericho, 2012) for a 
book-length example of this approach. 

147 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 99. 



105 
 

is human; to doubt, divine.” Similarly, Emerging author and educator David Dark would 

suggest that “When we have questions, illumination is possible. Otherwise we’re closed 

and no light can enter… questioning is crucial to a life of devotion to God.”148 Rather 

than being a threat to faith, doubts and uncertainty were seen as the very reason faith is 

necessary. For some, to doubt was, in fact, an experience of divine grace. As one 

anonymous Emerging Christian expressed, “If I have doubt or some kind of fear, I don’t 

have to run from it. I can face it and accept that God will be there instead of just denying 

it until it’s absolutely undeniable.”149 Being willing to question and doubt, and to hold 

one’s beliefs with a measure of humility, thus opened the gates to the rest of the ECM’s 

project of deconstructing and reimagining Christianity for the postmodern era. 

Second, their experiences with cultural pluralism and ecclesial diversity informed 

Emerging churches’ reactions against the franchised uniformity of both new paradigm 

churches and more traditional denominationalism. The more they encountered truth and 

beauty and goodness (as well as weaknesses and deficiencies) from multiple sources and 

in multiple traditions, the less willing they were to settle on just one. Instead they tended 

to adopt a “pastiche” approach, selecting practices and insights from among many 

traditions based on what they felt was appropriate to their own local, contextual needs.150 
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This approach they referred to as “deep ecclesiology,” defined in the Emergent Village 

Statement of Values as a commitment “to honor and serve the church in all its forms – 

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Protestant, Pentecostal, Anabaptist… rather than favoring 

some forms of church and critiquing others.”151 This emphasis on plurality, pastiche, and 

locally contextualized practice meant that the ECM tended to include an immense 

diversity of differing ecclesial expressions. No two Emerging churches would ever look 

exactly the same.  

A third practical implication of the move to a post-foundationalist epistemology 

was a tendency to emphasize the narrative rather than propositional nature of truth. This 

they gleaned especially through their encounter with postliberal/narrative theology, which 

led them to view Christianity itself as self-contained narrative, with its own embedded 

culture, practices, and internal logic, and which can be understood only by inhabiting the 

story oneself within a traditioned community of faith (a perspective that sometimes 

clashed with the parallel emphasis on pastiche appropriation of various traditions within a 

pluralistic society).152 Story and narrative soon became one of the pervasive themes of the 

ECM’s discourse, and storytelling, in particular, was seen as a supremely effective way to 
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connect with postmodern generations, a way to connect the Christian narrative to the 

stories of those outside the community of faith.153  

The emphasis on narrative over propositions was also applied to their view of 

biblical hermeneutics. The common evangelical tendency to reduce the Bible to a set of 

propositional doctrines or moral teachings was roundly condemned. Instead they argued 

that the Bible was to be understood in narrative terms, as an unfolding story, or, rather, a 

collection of micro-stories pointing to an overarching trajectory.154 Postmodernism’s 

emphasis on the embodied, contextual, and narrative nature of truth, likewise led many in 

the ECM to seek to better understand the historical context of the biblical writings, “to 

get back into the flesh and blood and sweat and dirt of the setting.”155 As Doug Pagitt 

explained, “The gospels are not generic, abstract truths. They are embedded stories. They 

are filled with culturally relevant language, images, and symbols that made them ring true 

in the hearts of their listeners.”156 This recognition drew Emerging Christians to biblical 

scholars like N. T. Wright who took a historical approach to biblical interpretation, 

reading the New Testament in particular within its first-century Palestinian Jewish 

context. 
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Communal/Conversational Locus of Authority 

Reading the bible narratively and contextually also meant that, at least for some in 

the ECM, the Bible was problematized as any kind of absolute or final authority, a 

problem they would solve by shifting to a communal and conversational locus of 

authority.157 This is not to say that Emerging Christians believed the Bible had no 

authority. But, contrary to historic evangelical Protestant views, the Bible’s authority was 

relative to that of the interpretive community. According to Doug Pagitt, “The Bible 

gains its authority from God and the communities who grant it authority… because it is a 

living, breathing symbol of God’s continual activity.”158 The elevation of communal 

authority over that of the Bible itself was based on insights from postmodern 

philosophers like Stanley Fish who argued that that there could be no singular 

authoritative interpretation of a text, but that authority had to derive from a community as 

it engaged in dialogue around and with the text.159 Solomon’s Porch, an Emerging 

congregation led by Doug Pagitt, for instance, treats the Bible like “a full member of our 

community; on every subject of which it speaks, we listen.”160 But then they discuss it 

together, allowing for differing opinions about the meaning and relevance of the text and 

holding none as the final word. Instead they commit themselves “to the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit in the belief that with that guidance will come discernment and the ability to 
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recognize truth,” and that “protection from wrong belief comes from having an integrated 

and involved community of people who engage in one another’s lives, not from limiting 

[the viewpoints that are] presented.”161 This kind of communal discourse and dialogue 

typified many streams of the ECM, both within local Emerging congregations like 

Solomon’s Porch, and in the broader movement. In the words of Tony Jones, “Emergents 

hold that by talking to others, they get closer to the truth… emergents believe that the 

conversational interpretive quest for truth is an act of faithfulness.”162  

This move to a communal and conversational locus of authority also meant that 

Emerging congregations tended to value more relational, egalitarian, and fluid leadership 

structures.163 If truth is discerned communally and conversationally then no one voice 

could be allowed to dominate this conversation without risking a return to the same sort 

of epistemological absolutism against which they were reacting. Thus, for example, at 

Solomon’s Porch this is achieved by replacing traditional sermons with what Pagitt calls 

“progressional dialogue,” where he guides an open discussion among the entire 

congregation, and using a self-effacing “it seems to me” approach in presenting his own 

opinions in order to invite discussion and disagreement.164 In this way, the community as 

a whole, not just the paid clergy person, gets to shape the message and direction of the 

church community. 
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This resistance to traditional power dynamics can often be quite intense, 

especially among the more anti-institutional wings of the ECM. Sociologist Josh Packard, 

analyzing the ECM’s organizational patterns in light of their resistance to 

institutionalization, explains that the Emerging Churches in his study “seek to 

intentionally resist institutionalized organizational procedures of all kinds, whether 

dominant or alternative, bureaucratic and hierarchical or democratic and consensual.”165 

Instead, according to another study, Emerging churches utilize practices of “shared 

responsibility, decentralized leadership and part-time clergy, and an egalitarian form of 

congregational government that strives to distribute power.”166 Other researchers have 

cautioned, that the ambiguity of these structures could sometimes lead to a kind of 

unintentional oligarchy – when patterns of influence and decision making are left 

uncodified, there can be a tendency for power to coalesce in the hands of a few 

charismatic personalities. Nevertheless, they acknowledged that, despite this danger, 

Emerging congregations tended to demonstrate “a high degree of self-awareness in their 

attempts to subvert hierarchical leadership” and genuinely strove to distribute power 

more evenly.167  

This aversion to hierarchy and authoritative leadership is in part a reaction against 

the new paradigm megachurches out of which many Emerging Christians came.168 
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According to Packard, the “hyper institutionalization” as manifested in these churches 

gave rise to reactionary “hyperlocal congregations” whose organizational systems were 

constantly in a state of flux.169 Over and against modernity’s consumeristic hyper-

individualism within massive, depersonalizing institutions, Emerging churches embraced 

the value postmodern thought placed on local community and self-identified tribes.  

 
The ECM’s Postmodern Reaction to the New Paradigm 

 
 
Emerging Worship and Ancient-Future Faith 

Given the emergence of the Emerging Church Movement out of discussions 

among new paradigm church leaders about innovative worship styles, homiletic 

approaches, ministry programs, evangelistic methods, and leadership structures, it is not 

surprising that their earliest discourses regarding postmodern thought centered primarily 

around such practical concerns. Their new paradigm roots shaped the pragmatic content 

of much early Emerging Church discourse and guided its emphases, even as their 

discontent with aspects of the new paradigm and appropriation of conceptual tools from 

postmodern theory led them to deconstruct inherited methods and reconstruct new 

alternatives. 

As just one prominent example, Dan Kimball structured his 2003 book The 

Emerging Church along exactly these lines, dividing the text into two parts, explicitly 

labeled “Deconstructing” and “Reconstructing.”170 Kimball employs the modern-to-

postmodern shift to critique the new paradigm “seeker-sensitive” style of worship as 
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ineffective for reaching emerging, postmodern generations.171 He argues that the 

Emerging Church should be “post” (but not “anti”) seeker-sensitive. As he puts it,  

By no means do I discount the value of seeker-sensitive-style ministry. I know for 
a fact that God has used it in phenomenal ways and will continue to use it. But our 
culture is changing. Previous generations grew up experiencing church as dull or 
meaningless, and so the seeker-sensitive model strove to reintroduce church as 
relevant, contemporary, and personal. But emerging generations are being raised 
without any experience of church, good or bad. As in Sky’s case [a young man in 
his church], when he first went to church, his desire was for a spiritual, 
transcendent experience. To have removed the overtly spiritual would have 
seemed very strange to him.172  
 

Kimball then offers seven chapters on creating “post-seeker” worship services and 

“overtly spiritual” worship spaces by incorporating multi-sensory, artistic, ancient (i.e. 

reclaimed from historic Christian practices), and participatory elements, all of which he 

says will be more effective at connecting with postmodern generations.173 This is 

followed by two chapters on preaching, advocating for more story-filled and multi-

sensory approaches rather than mere didactic teaching.174 He closes the book with one 

chapter apiece on evangelism – suggesting more relational methods and a message that 

emphasizes being a participant in God’s kingdom now, not just after death; spiritual 

formation – contrasting knowledge-based “modern” approaches with postmodern holism 
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and experientialism; and leadership – dismissing the CEO/Manager model in favor of 

relationship-focused spiritual guides.175  

Note that Kimball does not critique the underlying new paradigm assumption that 

church worship styles, and church ministries more broadly, should be used as evangelistic 

tools to appeal to particular cultural groups. However, while the primary goal of new 

paradigm approaches had been to attract people with the offer of “religious goods and 

services” so that the church (understood as an institution) could meet their perceived 

spiritual needs, Kimball emphasized instead the church as a missional community in 

which evangelistic tools are used to call people to join the church on mission in the 

world, and to shape and prepare them for that mission.176 Thus, the ECM’s willingness to 

experiment with new (and ancient) practices and methods in order to be more culturally 

attuned and missionally effective should be seen as a direct inheritance from their new 

paradigm forerunners, for whom ministry methods and practices of church were 

subservient to the purpose of the church. However, one should also note that ECM 
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leaders redefined their understanding of that purpose: from the extraction of individuals 

out of the world so they could be spiritually nourished within the church, to the formation 

of individual Christians within community so they could be sent out for mission in the 

world. 

ECM practitioners likewise reoriented the purpose of worship gatherings from, in 

David Fitch’s words, “a feel-good emotional experience of one’s direct relationship with 

God,” to one of corporate spiritual formation for the sake of missional presence in the 

world.177 This was not to the exclusion, however, of the belief expressed in Sally 

Morgenthaler’s highly influential book, Worship Evangelism, that “worship services are 

an essential part of God’s strategy for building the kingdom and drawing others into 

it.”178 What Morgenthaler, Kimball, and others in the ECM brought to the new paradigm 

approach to worship, in addition to their missional reorientation of its ultimate purpose, 

was the insight that cultural relevance and evangelistic effectiveness did not require 

sacrificing Christian particularity, historic roots, or theological depth.179 The perception 

that people within a postmodern culture desired mystery and beauty over a pragmatic 

rationalism, authentic identity over inoffensive marketing, tribal particularity over 

universalizing uniformity, and embodied participation over passive spectacle, led many 

early ECM participants back to more historic forms, symbols, and rituals in their worship 

practices – liturgy, the lectionary, sacraments, religious art and symbols, the church year, 
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stations of the cross, and the like – the very things new paradigm churches had been so 

keen to strip away.  

At the same time, the ECM’s embrace of the postmodern affinity for plurality, 

often enhanced by their experiences of Christian diversity within interdenominational 

institutions and parachurch ministries, meant that Emerging Christians were able to see 

value in rituals and practices from a wide variety of historic Christian traditions. This lent 

them the freedom to reinterpret, remix, and modify such rituals to fit their own 

contemporary needs, often expressed through pastiche creations and disruptive 

juxtapositions within Emerging worship gatherings. Thus, for instance, in many 

Emerging congregations it would not have been uncommon, to experience, in the same 

service, an eclectic mash-up of contemporary praise songs, 8th century hymns, and 16th 

century liturgies, together with abstract visuals projected on a screen, poetry from local 

writers being read from the stage, and fresh artistic responses being created on the spot at 

an “art station” in the corner. Emerging authors from evangelical backgrounds also began 

to write books encouraging the use of ancient personal practices of devotion – lectio 

divina, centering prayer, the labyrinth, praying with icons, monastic disciplines, the daily 

office (fixed-hour prayers), and other similar practices.180 Evangelical theologian and 

mentor to the ECM, Robert Webber, named this postmodern approach “ancient-future 

faith.” Webber’s belief, shared by many Emerging Christians, was that “the classical 

view of worship adapted for the twenty-first century holds the greatest promise for 
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evangelical faith and practice,” based on the assumption that a cultural shift away from 

mere rationalism to a renewed embrace of mystery, holism, and beauty made postmodern 

people receptive once more toward these historic traditions of the church.181 

The low-church evangelical backgrounds of many in ECM meant that this 

reintroduction of historic Christian practices was often not a reclamation merely of their 

own traditions that had only recently abandoned by the new paradigm. Instead it was a 

wholesale rediscovery of liturgical and sacramental practices that many American 

evangelicals had discarded centuries ago, but which the older Protestant, Roman 

Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox churches had largely retained. With this rediscovery, 

post-evangelical Emerging Christians were able to contextualize the gospel in ways that 

they believed would communicate more effectively in a postmodern culture, reclaim 

more embodied, aesthetically rich, and historically-rooted practices that they felt had 

been too quickly discarded by their evangelical churches, and ultimately cultivate a more 

diverse range of tools for spiritually forming both individuals and worshipping 

communities for Christian mission in the world.182  

 
The Alt.worship Influence 

In their search for more creative, artistic, participatory, and distinctively Christian 

forms of worship, Emerging leaders in the United States looked especially to alternative 

worship experiments in the United Kingdom, and to a lesser degree New Zealand and 

Australia, that had begun nearly a decade earlier than the conversation in North 
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America.183 Like the North American ECM, the international “alt.worship” movement, as 

it was commonly known, also has roots in new paradigm churches, which by the 1980s 

were beginning to pop up around the United Kingdom both due to an earlier indigenous 

charismatic movement among British evangelicals, but also through the direct influence 

of American leaders like John Wimber and others. One such congregation, St. Thomas 

Crookes in Sheffield, England, a charismatic and evangelical church united with both the 

Church of England and the Baptists, unintentionally gave birth to the alt.worship 

movement in late-1985 following a revival led in Sheffield by Wimber himself. This 

event inspired a young man named Chris Brain to launch new worship community for 

young people known as the Nine O’clock Service (NOS). NOS’s innovation was to 

incorporate the rave/house music and multi-media visuals of Britain’s popular club scene 

with Christian teaching emphasizing radical discipleship. They also experimented with an 

eclectic mix of mystical sacramentalism, liberal and neo-orthodox theology, and the 

controversial New Age “Creation Spirituality” associated with the American priest 

Matthew Fox. NOS soon grew to over 600 participants and by the 1990s had become a 

standalone community from St. Thomas Crookes.184  

Though NOS eventually came crashing down in 1995 amidst accusations of cult-

like behavior and sexual scandal, for nearly a decade NOS exercised a huge influence 

among British churches, inspiring numerous imitators and almost single-handedly 
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launching the alt.worship movement.185 For instance, the Late Late Service (LLS) in 

Glasgow, Scotland, began in 1990 after leaders Andrew Thornton and Doug Gay were 

inspired by NOS, though it soon came to exert an exceptional influence on the 

burgeoning alt.worship movement itself, especially by way of their “Music from the Late 

Late Service” CDs which circulated widely and influenced many, both in the UK and 

internationally. Similar in many ways to the rave worship practiced at NOS, the LLS also 

sought to incorporate more ancient liturgical and contemplative practices, and their 

worship came to include quieter, more reflective services alongside the dance music 

events.186 Jonny Baker, another influential alt.worship pioneer, credits a LLS CD as his 

own first introduction to the movement. As he remembers it, “hearing liberationist and 

social justice themes put to dance music blew my mind.”187 Baker would go on to lead 

another alt.worship congregation, Grace in Ealing, London, and to co-author one of the 

movement’s key texts together with the LLS’s Doug Gay, Alternative Worship: 

Resources from and for the Emerging Church. Published in the United States in 2004, the 

book, provided sample liturgies and rituals, along with an accompanying CD of music, 

visuals, and ambient sounds. It became one of the primary vehicles for communicating 

the insights and resources of the alt.worship movement to the North American ECM. 
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The UK’s annual Greenbelt Festival, begun by Jesus People in the 1970s, was 

also hugely influential in spreading the alt.worship movement.188 NOS performed 

worship services at the festival in 1988 and 1992, and by the mid-nineties both Gay’s 

LLS community and Baker’s Grace community were regularly helping to run the worship 

components of Greenbelt. By headlining these innovative practitioners, Greenbelt 

inspired new alt.worship communities across the United Kingdom and around the world, 

helped aspiring alt.worship leaders connect with one another, facilitated idea sharing, and 

led to the establishment of online discussion forums in the early days of the internet 

where further conversation and networking was able to occur.189  

From its origins, the alt.worship movement has been primarily practice-oriented, 

allowing its theological reflection to arise out of its praxis rather than beginning with an 

abstracted theology.190 Their evangelistically-driven concern to develop worship 

practices more thoroughly contextualized to the postmodern youth culture of Britain led 

them to move away from what they felt were the overly banal and leader-driven style of 

charismatic-evangelical worship towards a retrieval and remixing of older, more 

liturgical traditions with cutting-edge artistic elements drawn from the popular culture.191 

Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox mystical traditions as well as high church 

Anglican practices have been particularly influential, especially because their sacramental 

forms of worship push against modern dualistic conceptions of body and spirit, allowing 
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for more embodied expressions of spirituality.192 Nevertheless, free-church sensibilities 

also often persisted among these groups, allowing them the freedom to “pick-and-

choose” elements from older traditions without fully embracing or often even being 

aware of the broader liturgical, theological, historical, and ecclesial context from which 

they originated.193  

This willingness to juxtapose diverse cultural and religious elements into new 

combinations made the alt.worship movement distinctly and unapologetically 

postmodern, and thus all the more appealing to practitioners in the nascent ECM on the 

other side of the Atlantic as well.194 Hungry for ideas, American Emerging leaders 

circulated alt.worship CDs and videos, got their hands on resources like the Alternative 

Worship book or a similar volume, The Prodigal Project, put out by alt.worship pioneers 

in New Zealand, invited Baker and others to come run alt.worship experiences at their 

own conferences in the States, and made pilgrimages to the Greenbelt Festival 

themselves.195 The two movements became increasingly intertwined in the early 2000s as 

publishers in the United States began publishing (or re-publishing) books by authors from 

the United Kingdom and New Zealand under their Emerging Church imprints.196 Over 
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194 Baker, Gay, and Brown, Alternative Worship, 27-28. 

195 Mike Riddell, Mark Pierson, and Cathy Kirkpatrick, The Prodigal Project: Journey into the 
Emerging Church (London: SPCK, 2000). 

196 Kester Brewin, Signs of Emergence: A Vision for Church that is Organic, Networked, 
Decentralized, Bottom-up, Communal, Flexible, Always Evolving (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), first 
published by SPCK in the UK in 2004 as The Complex Christ: Signs of Emergence in the Urban Church; 
Peter Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God (Brewster, MA: Paraclete, 2006), first published in the UK by 
SPCK; Steve Taylor, The Out of Bounds Church: Learning to Create a Community of Faith in a Culture of 
Change (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Dave Tomlinson, The Post-Evangelical, Revised North 
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time some alt.worship leaders came to adopt the labels “Emerging” or “Emergent” for 

themselves as well and, in the United Kingdom, both terms eventually would be taken up 

under the Church of England’s wider “fresh expressions” initiative.197 Both movements 

illustrate the intertwined nature of various spheres of discourse within the ECM as the 

inherited new paradigm emphasis on culturally contextual methodologies for evangelistic 

purposes combined with a postmodern philosophical and theological critique to produce 

new, alternative forms of worship with ancient-future sensibilities. 

 
Rejecting the Sacred/Secular Divide 

The interplay between these same spheres of discourse can also be seen in the 

Emerging Christians’ tendency to reject the dualism of sacred versus secular – that is, the 

separation of the “sacred” religious sphere from the rest of “secular” life. From the 

standpoint of “secular” society, this often manifested during the modern era in the 

privatization of religion, relegated merely to personal values, beliefs, and practices. From 

within the religious sphere, and especially among more anti-modern fundamentalist 

forms of Christianity, this manifested as a moral dichotomy: only the sacred sphere of life 

(i.e. the church and those within it) was considered virtuous, while the surrounding 

secular society was considered sinful and corrupt.198 As a descendent of fundamentalism, 

this moral dichotomy was already innate to evangelicalism, and this had been amplified, 

                                                           
American Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), first published in the UK by SPCK in 1995; Pete 
Ward, Liquid Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2002). 

197 Jones, New Christians, 54; Steve Collins, “Alternative worship & emerging church,” 
Alternative Worship, accessed February 5, 2017, http://www.alternativeworship.org/definitions_awec.html.  

198 Gabriel A. Almond, R. Scott Appleby, and Emmanuel Sivan, Strong Religion: The Rise of 
Fundamentalisms around the World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 93-98. 
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yet also problematized, by the new paradigm churches. As previously noted, the Jesus 

People forerunners of the new paradigm were largely counter-counterculture, adapting 

the styles and methods of the hippie counterculture but largely rejecting its values and 

beliefs, creating a parallel “sacred” subculture alongside the corrupt “secular” one. New 

paradigm churches inherited and perfected this same strategy. Methodological flexibility 

and concern for numerical growth led them to appeal to a consumeristic culture by 

offering an increasing array of religious goods and services: church sports leagues, 

bookstores, coffee shops, concerts, seminars, retreats, mission trips, counseling services, 

business directories, youth programs, and more. As a side-effect, or sometimes 

intentional result, of such methods, new paradigm churches often tended to reify and 

amplify the sacred/secular divide common to evangelical Christianity. Through such 

methods, they created an alternative evangelical subculture within which believers could 

be sheltered from a sinful secular culture while still having access to sacralized versions 

of its enjoyments. 

Sociologist Jason Wollschleger has argued, however, that evangelicalism also 

contained within it a set of commitments that ultimately worked against the 

sacred/secular dichotomy: their insistence that the lordship of Christ over a believer’s life 

should have implications for every aspect of that person’s existence, and that Christians 

had an evangelistic obligation to remain within their secular social spheres in order to 

witness to Christ’s lordship in those spaces. He explains that these commitments created 

a sense of tension and even hypocrisy for many evangelicals, “they are not fully, 

authentically themselves in either space, in each social sphere they must 
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compartmentalize aspects of their identity.”199  Thus, argues Wollschleger, the ECM’s 

rejection of modern Christianity’s sacred/secular dualism is part of their search for more 

radically authentic, less compartmentalized expressions of life and faith.  

Wollschleger is certainly correct about the disconnect between evangelical holism 

and modernity’s differentiation between sacred and secular spheres. However, this insight 

must also be understood within the historical context of the ECM’s emergence 

specifically out of new paradigm evangelicalism which encouraged appropriation of 

certain aspects of secular culture, while at the same time still condemning that very 

culture for its secularity. Compartmentalization by itself does not create a sense of 

inauthenticity if one can contain most aspects of one’s life within a sacred sphere, as, for 

instance, separatist fundamentalists had tried to do, or if one sees both spheres as distinct 

but equally “good” within the context of a mostly Christianized culture, as perhaps had 

existed in earlier eras of Western Christendom. The sense of inauthenticity and hypocrisy 

only arose specifically as new paradigm evangelicals began to venture more boldly out 

into the world in hopes of plundering the world’s resources for the church, while still 

asserting the ultimately corrupt and sinful character of that secular sphere. As they were 

exposed to secular culture – films, movies, music, ideas – and, more significantly, to 

relationships with secular friends and colleagues, many discovered that the secular world 

was not actually as corrupt, nor the sacred church as pure, as they had originally been 

taught. Emerging Christians coming out of the new paradigm thus reacted against the 

sacred/secular dichotomy, instead choosing to “see the whole culture and creation as one 

                                                           
199 Jason Wollschleger, “‘There Are Not Two Worlds’: Transcending the ‘Modern’ Categories of 

Sacred and Secular in the Emerging Church Movement,” in Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith: 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives on the Emerging Church Movement, edited by Michael Clawson and April 
Stace (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016), 166-67. 



124 
 

big mess in which God is moving.”200 They came to believe that aspects of God’s truth 

and beauty, as well as corruption and sin, could be found in both the church and secular 

society, and that therefore, instead of isolating themselves from culture, Christians should 

immerse themselves in it in hopes of discovering God’s presence and work already 

there.201  

Thus, ironically, the willingness of new paradigm evangelicals to adapt at least 

the external forms and styles of popular culture to Christian purposes, paved the way for 

the ECM’s more radical return to culture and dissolution of the sacred/secular divide. To 

put it another way, if the counsel of earlier, more fundamentalist evangelicals was total 

avoidance (“good Christians shun the sinful world”), the Jesus People/new paradigm 

adopt-and-adapt approach (“good Christians can use the trappings of the sinful world to 

preach God’s goodness”) served as the stepping stone to the ECM’s rediscovery of 

goodness in the broader culture itself (“when we looked to the world, we discovered that 

God’s goodness was already there!”) The sacred-secular divide preached by mainstream 

evangelicals rang increasingly false in light of Emerging Christians’ actual experiences of 

the broader culture, feeding their desire “to create an alternative expression of their 

religion that was more holistic and therefore more ‘authentic’.”202 As we will see in the 

next chapter, this experiential encounter with God’s presence in the world would soon be 

bolstered by their encounter with the missiological concept of the missio Dei, providing a 

theological framework to help them understand their lived experiences. 

                                                           
200 Jones, New Christians, 75. 

201 Ibid., 75-76; Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian 
Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 66-68, 78-79. 

202 Wollschleger, “There Are Not Two Worlds,” 168. 
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Emerging Christians created their alternative, holistic expressions, Wollschleger 

says, by embracing three alternate themes: (1) being who you authentically are in every 

sphere of life, (2) recognizing that the secular is sacred because God is the God of all, and 

(3) transcending the sacred/secular divide by finding ways to make their own religious 

spaces seem less “sacred.”203 These themes were worked out practically within the 

worship and community life of Emerging congregations, and through their day-to-day 

lives. For instance, Emerging Christians have looked for ways to embody their faith in 

typically non-religious spaces –by holding theology pubs in bars, hosting rave worship 

dance parties in warehouses, or simply consciously living as a missional presence within 

their own neighborhoods or social circles.  

They have attempted to recognize the “sacredness of the secular” through the 

incorporation of non-religious elements into corporate worship or personal devotion – 

pop music, poetry, film and television clips, insights from science, social science, or 

popular culture, practices from other religions like yoga or Zen meditation, and the 

like.204 Journey Imperfect Faith Community, an Emerging church in Austin, Texas, for 

instance, did a sermon series several years ago on themes from the Wizard of Oz – 

connecting the characters to Jesus’ “Great Commandment” (Mark 12:30) to love God 

with all one’s heart (Tin Man), soul (Dorothy), mind (Scarecrow), and strength (Lion). 

To communicate this theme artistically and visually, members from the community 

transformed the worship space into a landscape from Oz itself, painting a yellow-brick 

road on the floor, hanging a map of Oz on the wall, and creating a backdrop of the 

                                                           
203 Ibid., 176-77. 
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Emerald City on another side of the room.205 Another community, Karen Ward’s Church 

of the Apostles in Seattle, has annual pop music-inspired liturgies in which the Eucharist 

liturgy from the Book of Common Prayer is combined with music from a particular 

recording artist – a U2charist for instance, or a Bjorkarist.206 In a similar vein, various 

Emerging leaders have written books looking at the intersection of the gospel with 

popular films, television, books, and music.207  

Finally, Wollschleger describes how Emerging congregations attempt to 

desacralize their religious spaces in various ways – at the congregation he studied this 

included giving sermons barefoot, cursing in the sanctuary, hosting odd art installations 

in the meeting space, allowing people to randomly engage in yoga poses during prayer, 

laughing during typically solemn parts of the liturgy, and tolerating unfiltered emotional 

expressions.208 In all these ways and more they enact their belief that the sacred and the 

secular are one and the same, and that a person should be able to be their whole and 

unvarnished self in all settings, whether in the church or out in the world.  By so doing, 

they identify themselves as a self-conscious “postmodern” reaction against the 

“modernistic” dualism of the new paradigm churches out of which they came. 

                                                           
205 The author attended this church himself between 2008-2012, during which this series occurred.   

206 Wollschleger, “There Are Not Two Worlds,” 174-75. For similar examples of the liturgical 
uses of popular music in Emerging congregations, see April Stace, “The Kingdom of Heaven Is Within 
You: Emerging Churches and (Un)Secular Music,” in Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith, 179-191, 
and Heather Josselyn-Cranson, “”Messy Vitality”: The Diverse Musical Canon of a West-Coast Emerging 
Congregation,” in Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith, 192-214. 
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This collapsing of the sacred and secular spheres, and the desacralization of the 

worship space was, in some cases, in tension with parallel attempts to reclaim and 

reinvent more ancient forms of worship and to restore the experience of the sacred that 

new paradigm churches had lost through their abandonment of religious symbols and 

historic liturgical practices. Sometimes these two impulses reflected different spheres of 

discourse within the broader ECM that were in dialogue but not always agreement. 

Particular Emerging churches might have very different practices depending on which of 

these two perspectives they tended to embrace. More often, however, these were not felt 

to be in tension at all. For many Emerging churches the move to collapse the 

sacred/secular divide was not an attempt to erase the experience of the sacred within the 

church but to expand the possibility of experiencing the sacred in the world. God could 

be found in both, and part of the job of the church was to help people learn how to 

discern the divine presence in all aspects of life. With that end in mind, worship 

experiences that aimed at amplifying the experience of the sacred within the church were 

not intended to oppose these experiences to those possible in the outside world, but rather 

to help attune participants to such sacred experiences so that they could begin to notice 

similar encounters in everyday life as well. 

 
Conclusion 

 
By showing how the Emerging Church Movement began as a development out of 

new paradigm evangelicalism, which itself was composed of influences from the Jesus 

People and Church Growth Movements, this chapter has demonstrated how several 

defining characteristics of the ECM are rooted in either the appropriation and 

modification of values and practices from this earlier context, or else in reaction against 
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them. The ECM’s affinity for irregular, experimental, multi-sensory, and participatory 

worship experiences is clearly rooted in the new paradigm’s willingness to adopt new 

methodologies and adapt elements from popular culture in order to more effectively 

evangelize within a post-Christian society and draw more individuals into the church. 

The proposal of new practices by those in the ECM was, at least initially, simply the 

logical extension of the new paradigm approach to a new generation and a changing 

culture. As has been described, this also influenced their “ancient-future” orientation and 

openness to a multiplicity of Christian traditions, as they sought to reclaim and reshape 

historic Christian practices for contemporary use. In the beginning stages of the 

movement, such practices were adopted simply because they were believed to be more 

contextually relevant to a postmodern culture and thus more useful for producing church 

growth. However, as will be explored more thoroughly in the next chapter, this rationale 

was soon replaced with a new focus on equipping the church to be sent out as a missional 

presence in the world. 

 The rejection of sacred/secular dualism and more constructive engagement with 

the surrounding popular culture, on the other hand, springs from a reaction against the 

ECM’s new paradigm evangelical roots. As has been argued, the dissonance of being told 

by new paradigm leaders to look to the secular culture for tools and resources, while 

simultaneously being cautioned against the corrupt sinfulness of that culture, eventually 

led Emerging Christians to reject the modern differentiation between sacred and secular 

altogether. Instead, they developed ways to transcend such dichotomies through new 

worship forms, community norms, and personal self-expressions.  
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As has been seen, these innovations in spiritual practices were often intertwined 

with new philosophical and theological explorations. The tension between the theology 

and practices of new paradigm evangelicalism and their encounter with new postmodern 

ways of thinking, led Emerging Christians to reevaluate that evangelical theology, 

leading, in turn, back to praxis. This dynamic between theology and praxis would 

continue to play out in many areas of the Emerging discourse, especially regarding 

missiology, ecclesiology, and soteriology, and their implications for the forms and 

structures of ecclesial communities. These topics will be explored in the next chapter. 

 



130 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Roots of Emerging Theology 
 
 

Though formed only a few years prior, already by 1999, the relationship between 

the Young Leaders and their parent organization Leadership Network was being strained 

over the issue of theology. Leadership Network, having been formed solely to develop 

innovative ministry techniques for new paradigm churches, wished to maintain a “big 

tent” for its clients by avoiding potentially controversial theological questions. Doug 

Pagitt and his Group of Twenty, on the other hand, had been steadily expanding their 

focus beyond practical concerns to also include theological questions raised by the 

postmodern shift. For these leaders, the intersecting questions of philosophy, theology, 

and ministry praxis were inseparable.1 The implications of postmodernism called into 

question not just ministry practices and forms of worship, but core theologies as well, 

especially in the realm of ecclesiology, that is, their understanding of the nature and 

purpose of the church. This, in turn, led back to practical questions as they began to 

rethink the focus and structure of their life together within communities of faith. While 

the earlier emphasis on praxis was motivated by new paradigm churches’ pragmatic 

interest in techniques for numerical growth, Emerging thinkers came to questions of 

praxis as a result of their new theological convictions about what the church is and ought 

to be. This chapter explores that trajectory from praxis, through ecclesiological and 

theological reformulations, to new forms of church and community life. 

                                                           
1 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. 
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From Young Leaders to Emergent 
 

Doug Pagitt stepped down from YLN in 1999 to found Solomon’s Porch, a new 

church plant in Minneapolis. His replacement, Jason Mitchell, had the unenviable task of 

trying to balance Leadership Network’s desire that he continue recruiting methodological 

innovators with the theological conversations still being carried on by those brought in 

under Pagitt.2 A series of conversations between Leadership Network and the Young 

Leaders throughout 1999 and 2000 led to the creation of a theology working group within 

Leadership Network in hopes of compartmentalizing such conversations.3 Dubbed the 

Terranova Project, they focused on areas of “leadership, justice, compassion, art, 

theology, [and] philosophy” with an intention to “spend more time experimenting with 

new creations than critiquing past assumptions.”4 This attempted compromise was 

ultimately unsuccessful as Leadership Network’s founder Bob Buford and its CEO Brad 

Smith grew increasingly unhappy with the theological boundaries being pushed and the 

increasingly abrasive, critical tone of many of the leaders.5 By 2001 the groups had 

decided to go their separate ways.  

                                                           
2 Tony Jones, The New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2008), 48. Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016.  

3 Jones, New Christians, xvii. In the acknowledgments of his book, A New Kind of Christian: A 
Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), Brian McLaren lists the 
other members of the Terranova Project in addition to himself: Jeff Bailey, Rudy Carrasco, Brad Cecil, Tim 
Conder, Mark Driscoll, Todd Hunter, Ron Johnson, Andrew Jones, Tony Jones, Jason Mitchell, Sally 
Morgenthaler, Doug Pagitt, Alan Roxburgh, Chris Seay, Danielle Shroyer, Molly Smallen, and Brad Smith. 

4 Brad Smith, “What’s Next With Terra Nova Project: The Emergence of Terra Nova,” Young 
Leader, 2001, accessed February 7, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20010419192307/http://www 
.youngleader.org/WhatsNext.htm. 

5 Jones, Church Is Flat, 46, and New Christians, 48. Ed Stetzer, “The Emergent/Emerging Church: 
A Missiological Perspective,” in Evangelicals Engaging Emergent: A Discussion of the Emergent Church 
Movement, eds. William D. Henard and Adam W. Greenway (Nashville: B&H, 2009), 57. 
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On June 21, 2001, several former Terranova leaders – Brad Cecil, Tim Conder, 

Tony Jones, Tim Keel, Brian McLaren, Doug Pagitt, and Chris Seay – convened a 

conference call to determine the future of their nascent movement, or if, indeed, it even 

had one. They decided it did, and that they would continue to organize events and publish 

books around the questions of faith and ministry in the emerging postmodern culture. 

After some deliberation, they settled on the name “Emergent,” later expanded to 

“Emergent Village” to better distinguish themselves as simply one part of the broader 

Emerging Church Movement.6  

This new Emergent collective, formally organized as a 501c3 non-profit, defined 

itself as “a growing, generative friendship among missional Christians seeking to love 

our world in the Spirit of Jesus Christ.”7 “Generative” pointed to their embrace of 

creative methodological and theological explorations. “Friendship” expressed their desire 

                                                           
6 The name Emergent was chosen, in part, to connect with various phrases with which their group 

had already previously been tagged. “Emerging generations” and “emerging leaders” had been used 
originally by Leadership Network, though as conversation shifted to talk of postmodernity, Leadership 
Network and the Young Leaders eventually began referring, instead, to the less age-specific “emerging 
culture,” eventually settling on the “emerging church” as a less controversial euphemism for “postmodern.” 
The variant “Emergent” was chosen by the group as an arboreal metaphor likening innovative communities 
of faith and fresh theological explorations to new emergent growth in a forest (Tony Jones, New Christians, 
xvii-xviii. See also, Dan Kimball, “Origin of the terms “Emerging” and “Emergent” church – Part 1,” 
Vintage Faith (blog), April 20, 2006, accessed February 7, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web 
/20060423124820/http://www.dankimball.com/vintage_faith/2006/04/origin_of_the_t.html; and Mark 
Oestreicher, “This Is Emergent,” YSMarko (blog), April 19, 2006, accessed February 7, 2017, 
http://whyismarko.com/this-is-emergent/). The group’s URL, www.emergentvillage.com, was suggested by 
Tim Keel because other variations like emergent.com and emergentchurch.com were unavailable at the 
time (Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016). Brian McLaren has also related the term to the 
scientific theory of emergence which describes how irreducibly complex systems arise from the 
interactions of less complex systems, explaining that emergent Christians seek to integrate all that has gone 
before in their faith to create a fresh and more expansive understanding of Christianity (Brian McLaren, A 
Generous Orthodoxy, 275-88). The group’s decision to adapt this language enabled likeminded Christians 
to more easily find them and likely contributed to the term “emerging church” soon becoming the 
commonly accepted short-hand for the broader movement. 

7 This definition was originally stated on the now defunct Emergent Village website, 
http://www.emergentvillage.com. For a variant of this statement in print see, Tony Jones’s Foreword in 
Doug Pagitt, A Christianity Worth Believing: Hope-Filled, Open-Armed, Alive-and-Well Faith for the Left 
Out, Left Behind, and Let Down in Us All (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008), viii. 
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for an inclusive unity based on relationship and conversation rather than theological 

agreement.8 The term “missional Christians” and the phrase “seeking to love our world” 

pointed to their evolving ecclesiological understandings which emphasized the church as 

an agent of God’s own mission to extend Gods’ reign in and for the world, rather than 

extracting individuals out of the world by drawing them into the church. The reference to 

“the Spirit of Jesus Christ,” signaled that their ecclesiological explorations were centered 

on the message of Jesus and way of life he modeled in the gospels, re-contextualized 

(with the Spirit’s guidance) for twenty-first-century society.9 In these elements of 

Emergent’s own self-description, the desire to join the creative and practical with the 

biblical and theological, can easily be seen, as can the emerging shape of their new 

theological explorations. 

This short definition was fleshed out in even greater detail in Emergent Village’s 

statement of “Values and Practices,” first articulated in 2001 and revised in 2006.10 

Conceived as a kind of religious “order and rule,” they consisted of four short 

commitments followed by an explanatory paragraph, as well as a list of specific practices 

flowing from each. They are, briefly summarized: 

1. Commitment to God in the Way of Jesus – emphasizing Jesus’ message of the 

kingdom of God, defined in terms of justice, love, and reconciliation, and 

                                                           
8 Jones, New Christians, 76-79.  

9 Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in 
Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 47-64. 

10 Jones, New Christians, 222-26. Jones says the Values and Practices were primarily composed 
by Tim Keel and vetted/edited by several dozen others within Emergent Village. See Appendix B for the 
full text of these Values and Practices. 
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encouraging practices that would unite historic spiritual disciplines with 

humble theological exploration in a spirit of “generous orthodoxy.” 

2. Commitment to the Church in all its Forms – embracing a “deep ecclesiology” 

that acknowledges the strengths and weaknesses of all the various Christian 

traditions and denominations, calls for both new and renewed institutional 

expressions of church, and encourages inclusive and friendly collaboration 

across ecclesial differences. 

3. Commitment to God’s World – expressing a missional orientation that seeks to 

benefit the wider world to the exclusion of none by building relationships in 

local communities, crossing social boundaries (gender, race, socioeconomics, 

etc.), and engaging with causes of peace, justice, and environmental care.  

4. Commitment to One Another – encouraging regular time and interaction with 

fellow friends of Emergent Village, identifying with EV publicly, sharing 

one’s resources on its behalf, and inviting others into it as well. 

These values illustrate well the ecclesiological directions that shaped the ECM’s 

discourse and were embodied in Emerging congregations, both those explicitly identified 

with Emergent Village and many others as well: (1) the church as a missional community 

for the good of the world; (2) the church as a committed community modeling within 

itself alternative ways of being in relationship with one another; (3) the church as a 

community of kingdom disciples living in the ways of Jesus; and (4) the church as an 

innovative and diverse trans-denominational body. This chapter will explore the roots of 

these directions in the work of prior theologians whose writings, and sometimes personal 

influence, inspired, informed and gave shape to the theological discourses of the ECM.  
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The Emergence of a Missional Ecclesiology 
 

The perception that Western society was transitioning into a new, postmodern era, 

and the conviction that the church’s missiology, ecclesiology, and ecclesial forms would 

need to be reconsidered in light of this transition, did not originate with the ECM. They 

themselves inherited this discourse from an earlier conversation among missiologists that 

began in the 1980s. The missional ecclesiology developed by this conversation would 

give rise to a “missional church movement” during the opening decade of the twenty-first 

century. The ECM was one of the very first fruits of this missional movement. Indeed, 

the ECM was shaped by missional ecclesiology to such a degree that the term 

“missional” is inseparable from virtually every stream of the Emerging Church’s 

discourse. Regardless of differences over a host of other issues – from theology, to 

worship practices, to institutional attitudes, to social and political questions – every 

Emerging Christian still expresses a desire to be missional.11  

The hinge point for this developing theology and new movement was the 1998 

publication of a book entitled Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church 

in North America.12 Produced by a working group of six Protestant theologians, both 

mainline and evangelical, as the second book in a series by the Gospel and Our Culture 

Network in North America (GOCN), it focused on extending and applying what they saw 

as a growing missiological consensus among Christians in the late twentieth century.13 In 

                                                           
11 Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 122. 

12 Darrell L. Guder, ed. The Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 

13 Contributors included Lois Barrett, Inagrace Dietterich, Darrell Guder, George Hunsberger, 
Alan Roxburgh, and Craig Van Gelder, representing Mennonite, United Methodist, Presbyterian (USA), 
Canadian Baptist, and Dutch Reformed perspectives. These six contributors also consulted with four other 
seminal theologians: Justo Gonzalez, Douglas John Hall, Stanley Hauerwas, and John Howard Yoder. 
Interestingly, according to one of the contributors, these four consulting theologians were “mystified” by 
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contrast to theologies of mission born during the Modern/Enlightenment era which 

tended to view mission as merely one activity of the church among others, aimed 

primarily at extending the church into non-Western cultures, this new “missional” 

paradigm argued that mission is the central and all-encompassing task of the church, its 

very raison d’etre. They rooted this argument in an understanding of the missio Dei as 

the Trinitarian God’s initiative to heal and restore all of creation, and their belief that the 

church had been instituted by God to participate in this divine mission. With this new 

understanding of the missio Dei, these missiologists were then also able to recognize and 

critique the ways in which churches in the West had tended to corrupt the gospel 

according to the cultural assumptions of Christendom, Western Imperialism, and the 

Enlightenment, and had made the propagation of these culturally-corrupted churches in 

other non-Western cultures their primary purpose in mission. By contrast, the new 

missional paradigm suggests that the church should be seen not as the purpose or goal of 

God’s kingdom mission, but as its instrument and witness, seeking to embody God’s 

loving and healing reign within a multiplicity of cultures, including the newly emerging 

post-Christendom postcolonial, and postmodern culture in the West.   

 
David Bosch’s Articulation of the Emerging Mission Paradigm 

Much of the historical work describing the development of this new missional 

paradigm had been done several years prior by the white South African missiologist, 

David Bosch, in his 1991 magnum opus, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in 

                                                           
the idea of a missional ecclesiology (Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in 
Perspective: Mapping Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 48).  
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Theology of Mission.14 Beginning with the New Testament era, Bosch traces in 

exceptional detail the history of missiology throughout the centuries, applying to this 

topic Thomas Kuhn’s theory of paradigm shifts which argued that major advances in 

knowledge happen not through gradual accumulation within a continuous paradigm but 

through revolutions, in which a new, qualitatively-different and incommensurable 

paradigm develops alongside and then eventually replaces the old.15 Following a 

periodization scheme developed by Hans Küng which divided the history of Christianity 

into six major “paradigms,” Bosch suggests that we are now at the cusp of the sixth 

theological paradigm shift, from the “modern Enlightenment paradigm” to a “postmodern 

paradigm,” or what he prefers to call “the emerging ecumenical paradigm.”16 Bosch’s 

historical framing in terms of theological paradigm shifts, and especially the modern-to-

postmodern shift would soon catch the eye of many significant members of the early 

ECM, and Bosch can be credited, at least in part, with originating this way of thinking for 

many within the ECM’s discourse.17 

                                                           
14 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, 20th 

Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011). 

15 Ibid., 185-194. 

16 Ibid., 185, 357 

17 As noted in the previous chapter, Jimmy Long credited Bosch with stimulating his thinking 
around paradigm shifts and postmodernity as he wrote Generating Hope: A Strategy for Reaching the 
Postmodern Generation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997), and Doug Pagitt has related that 
Long’s book had a significant impact on reorienting the early Young Leaders discourse from generational 
ministry to talk of the broader postmodern paradigm shift (Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 
2016; see also, Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 49; Jones, The Church Is Flat, ii). Many perhaps 
shared the experience of ECM leader, Anthony Smith, who was first impacted by Bosch’s work in 1996: 
“Bosch’s Kuhnian reading of the churches self-understanding of mission as ongoing shifts in paradigm was 
a philosophical disruption for me” (Anthony Smith, email message to author, January 13, 2017). This 
disruption soon led Smith to go deeper with postmodern philosophers like Lyotard, Foucault, and Derrida, 
as well as Cornel West, and eventually brought him into contact with the ECM by way of Stanley 
Hauerwas and Brian McLaren. It should also be noted that Phyllis Tickle’s notion that Western history 
moves in 500-year cycles resonates with Bosch, who makes the same suggestion in his chapter on Kuhnian 
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Bosch places the early origins of the emerging paradigm with Swiss theologian 

Karl Barth, whom Bosch lauds as “the first clear exponent of a new theological paradigm 

[for mission] which broke radically with an Enlightenment approach.”18 According to 

Bosch, the Enlightenment approach (shaped by the history of European colonialism), had 

divided the world between the Christian West where there is no need for mission, and the 

rest of the world where mission takes place. Such a division had created an 

ecclesiocentric missiology in which mission seen as but one task of the church, typically 

delegated to individual missionaries whose task it was to make converts and create new 

Western-style churches in foreign cultures. In other words, mission was also an 

anthropocentric activity which existed for the sake of the church and its expansion. This 

approach was also critiqued for being excessively Christocentric in a narrowly 

individualistic sense – mission was merely obedience to Christ’s “Great Commission” 

(Matthew 28:18-20), usually interpreted as making individual converts to faith in his 

saving work on the cross (“the saving of souls”).19 In contrast to this ecclesiocentric, 

anthropocentric, and Christocentric approach, Barth suggested at a missionary conference 

in 1932, a theocentric missiology – arguing that mission was an activity of God’s own 

                                                           
paradigm shifts (Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008), 13-17; cf. Bosch, Transforming Mission, 189).  

18 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 399. It is interesting to note that three of the theologians in this 
chapter – David Bosch, Lesslie Newbigin, and John Howard Yoder – knew and worked with Karl Barth in 
the 1950s when Barth was articulating his ecclesiology.  

Barth has enjoyed renewed popularity among the ECM, who see him as perhaps one of the first 
“postmodern” theologians. For instance, John Franke’s seminar on this topic at the 2005 Emergent 
Convention, at which I was present, was one of the most well-attended of the Convention. Some of this 
may be due to the fact that while mainline Protestants have been interacting with Barth’s thought for 
decades already, evangelicals have, until recently, largely ignored him. Thus, for Emerging evangelicals, 
Barth’s theology was still somewhat novel. 

19 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 294-95, 339-41, 348-49, 399. 
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self (missio Dei), rather than a merely human endeavor, an expression of divine love that 

exists for the sake of the whole world (not just individuals), which uses the church as its 

instrument, not its end.20  

Barth’s proposal gained momentum over the next two decades in missionary 

circles, reaching a peak, according to Bosch, at the Willingen Conference of the 

ecumenical movement’s International Missionary Council in 1952.21 At this conference 

the Trinitarian formula of God the Father and the Son sending the Spirit into the world 

was expanded to include another movement of the Father, Son, and Spirit sending the 

church into the world for the sake of the world.22 The implication was that missiology 

needs to drive ecclesiology rather than the reverse – the purpose and nature of the church 

is defined by its role in the missio Dei which precedes it. The church exists for the sake of 

mission – to act as an instrument of God’s healing love toward the world. In the words of 

the Second Vatican Council, “The pilgrim church is missionary by its very nature.”23 

                                                           
20 Ibid., 399. The text of the paper Barth presented at the conference, “Die Theologie und die 

Mission in der Gegenwart,” was later published in Karl Barth, Theologische Fragen und Antworten, vol. 3 
(Zollikon-Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag, 1957), 100-26. 

21 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 399. See also, Michael W. Goheen, “The Missional Church: 
Ecclesiological Discussion in the Gospel and Our Culture Network in North America,” Missiology: An 
International Review 30, no. 4 (October 2002): 479-482; and Michael W. Goheen, “Historical Perspectives 
on the Missional Church Movement: Probing Lesslie Newbigin’s Formative Influence,” Trinity Journal for 
Theology and Ministry 4, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 62-84.  

22 The Willingen “Statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church,” drafted by Lesslie 
Newbigin, was published in Norman Goodall, ed., Missions Under the Cross (Edinburgh: Edinburgh House 
Press, 1953), 188-92. In the words of the statement: “The missionary movement of which we are a part has 
its source in the Triune God Himself. Out of the depths of His love for us, the Father has sent forth His own 
beloved Son to reconcile all things to Himself, that we and all men might, through the Spirit, be made one 
in Him with the Father in that perfect love which is the very nature of God… We who have been chosen in 
Christ, reconciled to God through Him, made members of His Body, sharers in His Spirit, and heirs through 
hope of His Kingdom, are by these very facts committed to full participation in His redeeming mission. 
There is no participation in Christ without participation in His mission to the world. That by which the 
Church receives its existence is that by which it is also given its world-mission. ‘As the Father hath sent 
me, even so send I you.’” 

23 Vatican II, Ad Gentes, quoted in Bosch, Transforming Mission, 381.  
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Since that conference, this understanding of mission as missio Dei, with the church as an 

instrument rather than end, has been widely embraced – by Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, 

and both evangelical and ecumenical Protestants – forming a near consensus in 

missiological thinking among Christians worldwide by the end of the century.24  

Bosch also notes that post-Willingen, some, following the “secularizing” theology 

of Johannes Hoekendijk, used this theocentric concept of missio Dei to suggest (contra-

Barth) that God’s redemptive activity occurs primarily “in ordinary human history, not 

exclusively in or through the church,” though the church is privileged to participate in 

it.25 Citing Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes, Bosch explains that the expectation was that “in 

its missionary activity, the church encounters a humanity and a world in which God’s 

salvation has already been operative secretly, through the Spirit.”26 The goal of mission 

thus becomes simply to see where God is already at work transforming political, social, 

and economic spheres for the humanization (or shalom) of society, and to join him 

there.27 This move has been controversial insofar as, for some, it led to a “secularization 

and horizontalization” of mission in which the church seems no longer necessary and the 

work of God and the increase of God’s kingdom becomes too closely identified with 

natural social progress in human history.  

                                                           
24 Ibid., 400; Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 33-35. Van Gelder and 

Zscheile note that this “amazing convergence of thinking” during the latter half of the twentieth century, 
was nevertheless also paralleled by a “growing divergence organizationally” between ecumenical and 
evangelicals Christians during this same time. Evangelicals were among the last to affirm the emerging 
paradigm owing to a resurgence during the 1960s and 1970s of the traditional paradigm championed by the 
Billy Graham Association’s emphasis on world evangelization and Donald McGavran’s church growth 
movement coming out of Fuller Seminary (Missional Church in Perspective, 25, 34-35). 

25 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 401. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Goheen, “Historical Perspectives,” 71. 
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For Bosch, however, the church was still essential, “not as the final expression of 

God’s reign, but as its servant and herald,” an “experimental garden of the new 

humanity” that witnesses to the coming reign by attempting, imperfectly, to model it in 

the present.28 His concern was not to marginalize the church, but to replace “church-

centered mission” with a “mission-centered church.”29 The attempt to reclaim this 

mission-centered ecclesiology over and against the churchless secularized missiology of 

Hoekendijk would be a driving concern of the missional church movement as it arose at 

the end of the century. Nevertheless, this tension between seeing God at work beyond and 

apart from the church, but also in and through it, would continue to arise within the 

missional church discussion as it unfolded, leading to differing interpretations and 

applications of the term. 

 
Missio Dei and the Emerging Church 

This same tension would later become a key part of the ECM’s discourse as well, 

with some embracing a Hoekendijk-like position while others stood closer to Bosch.30 

This discourse impacted the ECM in several ways. For some, the idea of God at work 

                                                           
28 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 395-398. 

29 Ibid., 379. 

30 The ground for this way of thinking among many missional and Emerging Christians may have 
been prepared, in part, by a best-selling discipleship workbook popular among many evangelical churches 
throughout the 1990s and early 2000s: Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King’s Experiencing God: 
Knowing and Doing the Will of God, Workbook Edition (Nashville: Lifeway Christian Resources, 1990). 
The workbook taught as a key concept that God was already at work in the world, in and through human 
activity, and that God invites Christians to experience him there and join him in that work. Selling in the 
millions, this curriculum was used by many who would eventually become part of the ECM (Jon Kent 
Walker, “Experiencing God Crosses Over,” Christianity Today 42, no. 9 (August 10, 1998), 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1998/august10/8t914b.html). For accounts of Blackaby’s influence on 
ECM leaders, see the conversation on this Facebook post from January 17, 2017 (9:38 pm): 
https://www.facebook.com/mike.clawson1/posts/10154181767362409?pnref=story; see also, Steve Rabey, 
In Search of Authentic Faith: How Emerging Generations Are Transforming the Church (Colorado 
Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press, 2001), 92-93. 
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beyond the church reinforced and informed a more thoroughly anti-institutional stance. 

For those who had been personally victimized by abusive churches or disillusioned by 

dysfunctional religious institutions, it was especially easy to see such institutions as 

unnecessary hindrances to God’s mission beyond the church and to their own ability to 

experience God in the world. Others had simply been burnt out by churches that 

demanded immense amounts of work on behalf of institutions that seemed to have little 

positive effect in the broader world. Many, hungry for more fruitful participation in the 

missio Dei, decided that organized religion itself was the problem and eventually chose to 

leave the institutional church altogether.31 

Even the less cynical often felt that their ecclesial institutions frequently 

misidentified God’s work exclusively with the work of their own church or 

denomination, and thus misdirected resources toward their own institutional preservation 

rather than toward God’s mission in the world.32 Those with a leaning toward social 

justice likewise pointed to institutional buildings and budgets (and the need to appease 

donors to maintain them) as hindrances to the church’s prophetic witness in the world. 

Thus, even if organized religion was not to be entirely abandoned, many Emerging 

Christians believed the church should still travel light, holding salaries and budgets and 

buildings as inessential and potentially-disposable tools for the church’s defining purpose 

within God’s larger mission. Relativizing the function and purpose of church institutions 

to the broader missio Dei lent these Emerging churches a sense of freedom and flexibility 

                                                           
31 Kelly Bean, How to Be a Christian Without Going to Church: The Unofficial Guide to 

Alternative Forms of Christian Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014); Josh Packard and Ashleigh 
Hope, Church Refugees: Sociologists reveal why people are DONE with church but not their faith 
(Loveland, CO: Group, 2015). 

32 Goheen, “Historical Perspectives,” 72. 
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when experimenting with new (or borrowed) spiritual practices, communal forms, and 

organizational structures.33 If such practices, forms, or structures no longer served God’s 

broader mission, then they ought, in the minds of many, to be altered or discarded. To 

extend Bosch’s metaphor, new emergent growth in God’s “experimental garden” would 

flourish when dead plants were allowed to die.34 

Among those who remained within church institutions, the idea that God was 

already present in the “secular” world still provided further theological reinforcement for 

the rejection of sacred-secular dualism explored in the previous chapter. If God 

redemptive work (not just his creational work) could be discovered in the “secular” world 

as well as the “sacred” church, then sacred-secular distinctions no longer held discernible 

meaning insofar as “the sacred” was defined by the perceived presence and activity of 

God. As previously described, this perspective produced deliberate steps to “de-sacralize” 

Emerging church gatherings, or rather, to “re-sacralize” elements from the broader 

culture by utilizing them within the church’s practice. Rather than being the exclusive 

bearers of God’s redemptive work, these Emerging Christians believed the church’s 

essential task was to witness to the ongoing work and presence of God in all of life. 

 
Lesslie Newbigin and the GOCN’s Missional Church 

According to Darrell Guder, one of the key thinkers in the missional church 

movement and editor of the Missional Church volume, Bosch’s definition of the missio 

                                                           
33 Brian McLaren, The Church on the Other Side: Doing Ministry in the Postmodern Matrix 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 95-107; Doug Pagitt, Church Re-imagined: The Spiritual Formation 
of People in Communities of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 15-35; Pete Ward, Liquid 
Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2002). 

34 Brian McLaren uses almost this exact analogy in Generous Orthodoxy (275-277) to explain the 
meaning of the name Emergent.  
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Dei “establishes the framework for the missional church discussion.”35 But if Bosch was 

the theological architect for this new effort, British missionary statesman Bishop Lesslie 

Newbigin was its “prophetic missiological mentor” who “threw down the gauntlet, 

challenging the churches of the West to look at our own contexts as missionary settings,” 

a move Bosch only gestured to but did not develop.36 Newbigin himself began this work 

when he returned to Britain in 1974 after four decades of missionary service in India. He 

was stunned to find a largely secularized, post-Christian society – one in which church 

membership was in drastic decline and Christianity no longer held a place of cultural 

influence – that seemed even more “pagan” than the foreign mission field he had just 

left.37 This experience forced him to ask the question “What would be involved in a 

missionary encounter between the gospel and this whole way of perceiving, thinking, and 

living that we call ‘modern Western culture’?” A series of influential books published in 

the 1980s offered his preliminary attempt at answers.38 In them he laid out an analysis of 

                                                           
35 Martin Reppenhagen and Darrell L. Guder, “Conclusion to the Anniversary Edition – The 

Continuing Transformation of Mission: David J. Bosch’s Living Legacy: 1991-2011,” in Transforming 
Mission, 547. See also, Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 35-36. 

36 Reppenhagen and Guder, “Conclusion to the Anniversary Edition,” 546; George R. Hunsberger, 
“The Newbigin Gauntlet: Developing a Domestic Missiology for North America,” in Church Between 
Gospel and Culture: The Emerging Mission in North America, eds. George R. Hunsberger and Craig Van 
Gelder (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 6. 

37 Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 20; see also, Lesslie Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984: Questions for the Churches 
(Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 1983). Newbigin was not wrong in his perception. 
Callum Brown asserts that “Britain in the 1960s experienced more secularisation than in all the preceding 
four centuries put together.” He argues that the decline in ‘conventional’ religion was so sudden and so 
deep that it both “opened up British popular access to exotic, bohemian or socially circumscribed 
religious/spiritual movements,” and yet also “marked the beginning… of the collapse of religious culture as 
a whole” (Callum G. Brown, “The secularisation decade: what the 1960s have done to the study of 
religious history,” in The Decline of Christendom in Western Europe, 1750-2000, eds. Hugh McLeod and 
Werner Ustorf (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 29-30). 

38 Lesslie Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984; Foolishness to the Greeks; and The Gospel in a 
Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989). 
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the post-Enlightenment culture now engulfing the West, especially critiquing the 

church’s capitulation to the powers of modernity and relegation of religion to the private 

sphere. Newbigin challenged Christians to resist this turn and develop a new postmodern 

apologetic to communicate the gospel within the emerging postmodern culture, and to 

develop new forms of ecclesial life that would incarnate the gospel in the midst of a post-

Christendom society.  

More than his particular answers, which were substantial, Newbigin’s most 

important contribution was sparking an energetic conversation among fellow theologians 

and church leaders, and framing an agenda for further exploration around the question of 

what it would look like for churches in the West to begin functioning as missionaries to 

their own cultures.39 The gauntlet he threw down was quickly picked up by the Gospel 

and Our Culture Network (GOCN). Begun in the 1980s with branches in both the United 

Kingdom and North America, the GOCN was a connection of theologians and church 

leaders (including both mainline Protestants and evangelicals) who had been catalyzed by 

Newbigin’s challenge to construct a specifically missional ecclesiology for the church in 

the West.40 The North American network, led by George Hunsberger of Western 

Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan, focused specifically on three thematic areas 

that followed Newbigin’s agenda closely: (1) understanding the emerging postmodern 

culture of North America; (2) probing the gospel for fresh ways to witness to this culture; 

and (3) developing new forms of mission-shaped churches.41 Throughout the 1990s the 

                                                           
39 Hunsberger, “The Newbigin Gauntlet,” 7. 

40 The Gospel and Our Culture Network, “about the network,” The Gospel and Our Culture 
Network, accessed January 18, 2017, http://www.gocn.org/network/about. 

41 Guder, Missional Church, 7-8.  
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GOCN in North America convened annual consultations, published a quarterly 

newsletter, and formed working groups, each consisting of several dozen theologians, 

around each of the three themes.42 During this time the GOCN also obtained a grant from 

the Pew Charitable Trust to write a major work more fully developing a missional 

ecclesiology.43 After three years of writing and joint consultations by the six contributors, 

this work was published in 1998 as the Missional Church volume. 

Each of the three themes – culture, gospel, and church – were explored by the 

Missional Church authors as they worked to develop a missional ecclesiology that would 

be biblically based, historically grounded, culturally contextual, dynamic and open-

ended, and practically useful for the church.44 Identifying North America as a similarly 

postmodern and post-Christendom society – though perhaps not as far along that path as 

Newbigin’s Britain – they argued that the need for a missionary stance toward this culture 

was imperative.45 They built upon Bosch and Newbigin’s theocentric starting point in the 

missio Dei, agreeing that the church existed as an instrument and witness (rather than the 

purpose or end) of God’s own mission to extend God’s reign in the world, restoring and 

healing all of creation.46 Their argument in the rest of book regarding the implications of 

this new paradigm for the church then moved through six steps (helpfully summarized in 

a follow-up volume):  

                                                           
42 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 46-48. 

43 Darrell L. Guder, “A Missional Vision of Church for North America: A Research Project of the 
Network,” The Gospel and Our Culture newsletter 7, no. 4 (December 1995): 1-3.  

44 Guder, Missional Church, 7-8, 11-12. 

45 Ibid., 7, 37. 

46 Ibid., 4-5. 
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1. The church in North America is now located within a dramatically changed 
context. 

2. The good news of the gospel announced by Jesus as the reign of God needs to 
shape the identity of the missional church. 

3. The missional church with its identity rooted in the reign of God must live as 
an alternative community in the world. 

4. The missional church needs to understand that the Holy Spirit cultivates 
communities that represent the reign of God. 

5. The missional church is to be led by missional leadership that focuses on 
equipping all of God’s people for mission. 

6. The missional church needs to develop missional structures for shaping its life 
and ministry as well as practice missional connectedness within the larger 
church.47 

 
A follow-up study by the GOCN offered this description of what churches shaped 

by this missional ecclesiology should look like:  

A missional church is a church that is shaped by participating in God’s mission, 
which is to set things right in a broken, sinful world, to redeem it, and to restore it 
to what God has always intended for the world. Missional churches see 
themselves not so much sending, as being sent. A missional congregation lets 
God’s mission permeate everything that congregation does – from worship to 
witness to training members for discipleship. It bridges the gap between outreach 
and congregational life, since, in its life together, the church is to embody God’s 
mission.48 

 
This description summarized well the vision that those in the ECM would come to share 

for their own Emerging missional communities. As will be described below, the 

Missional Church book and members from the GOCN were involved in the Emerging 

Church discourse from the very beginning. Their kingdom-focused missional 

ecclesiology became the foundational theological perspective of the entire ECM, 

inextricable from its larger identity. 

 
 

                                                           
47 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 49-52. 

48 Lois Barrett, ed., Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional Faithfulness (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2004), x. 
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The Neo-Anabaptist Influence 

Newbigin’s critique of Christendom and his suggestion that churches ought to 

view themselves as “hermeneutics of the gospel,” modeling a new social order for a post-

Christendom world, resonated with themes found among a parallel late-twentieth century 

movement of neo-Anabaptist theology sparked by the work of Mennonite theologian 

John Howard Yoder and extended most effectively by postliberal theologian and ethicist 

Stanley Hauerwas.49 These resonances would bring the GOCN into close conversation 

with the neo-Anabaptist movement. Indeed, as noted above, Missional Church was 

written in consultation with both Yoder and Hauerwas, and, echoing their theology, one 

of the book’s central moves (developed in a chapter written by a Mennonite theologian 

and pastor) was to argue for the church as an alternative community living in contrast the 

world. This notion of the church as a contrast community within the broader culture has 

been a defining mark of both the historic Anabaptist traditions and the more recent neo-

Anabaptist movement.  

The neo-Anabaptist movement, as it has arisen over the past several decades, 

typically includes those from traditions outside of historic Anabaptism who have been 

                                                           
49 Yoder was in fact a younger contemporary of Newbigin and had been engaged with his thought 

since the 1950s. Newbigin also became aware of Yoder in 1957 after receiving a letter from him critiquing 
some of Newbigin’s theological work. Whether Newbigin ever fully engaged with Yoder’s own work is 
unclear. Twenty-years later Newbigin would remark in regards to this letter, “John Yoder wrote the most 
searching critique of my book that I received from anyone. And I have not yet answered him” (Wilbert R. 
Shenk, “Introduction: John Howard Yoder’s Mission Theology – Context and Contribution,” in Theology 
of Mission: A Believers Church Perspective, by John Howard Yoder, eds. Gayle Gerber Koontz and Andy 
Alexis-Baker (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 16.) Yoder’s own most influential work has 
been The Politics of Jesus: Vicit Agnus Noster (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1972). Among those in the 
ECM, Stanley Hauerwas’ most commonly cited work is Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), written together with Will Willimon. Two earlier texts by Hauerwas, A 
Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1981) and The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), are also particularly foundational to his work.  
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attracted, usually through the writings of Yoder or Hauerwas, to various aspects of 

historic Anabaptist theology: the critique of Christendom and Constantinianism (that is, 

the union of the church with the coercive power of the state), the commitment to 

nonviolence and peacemaking, the church as a contrast community within society, and 

the emphasis on radical discipleship as essential to the gospel.50 It takes a new approach 

to these topics however, working with many additional influences: the Yale school of 

narrative/postliberal theology, pioneered by George Lindbeck and Han Frei, with whom 

Hauerwas studied in the 1960s; Alasdair MacIntyre’s virtue ethics and his arguments 

about the power of traditions to shape rationality; postmodern and post-structuralist 

philosophers ranging from Ludwig Wittgenstein, to Gilles Deleuze, to Slavoj Zizek; and 

the stream of theology known as Radical Orthodoxy (identified with the work of John 

Milbank, Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock) with whom neo-Anabaptists share 

many overlapping emphases – including a common critique of consumer capitalism and a 

rather non-Anabaptist appreciation of the formative power of liturgy and sacraments.51 

The neo-Anabaptist movement has existed mostly in the realm of scholarly theological 

                                                           
50 The term “neo-anabaptist movement” was coined by Yoder himself in 1952 referring to a 

revival of interest in the sixteenth-century Anabaptists. Yoder, however, resisted the notion that his 
theology was exclusively “Mennonite” or “Anabaptist,” arguing instead that it was “founded in Scripture 
and catholic tradition, and is pertinent today as a call for all Christian believers” (Mark Thiessen Nation, 
John Howard Yoder: Mennonite Patience, Evangelical Witness, Catholic Convictions (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2006), 1-2). The more recent resurfacing of this term is more closely connected to the influence 
of Stanley Hauerwas’ theology. Followers of Hauerwas often refer to themselves as neo-Anabaptists to 
acknowledge Hauerwas’ own great indebtedness to Yoder, and to note the similarities their theology shares 
with historic Anabaptism, without claiming any direct affiliation with historic Anabaptist ecclesial bodies 
(Carmen Andres and David Fitch, “Evangelicalism, Anabaptism, and Being the Church in a Post-Christian 
Culture: An Interview with David Fitch,” Anabaptist Witness 1, no. 1 (October 2014), accessed February 7, 
2017, http://www.anabaptistwitness.org/journal_entry/evangelicalism-anabaptism-and-being-the-church-in-
a-post-christian-culture-an-interview-with-david-fitch/). 

51 Andres and Fitch, “Evangelicalism, Anabaptism, and Being the Church”; James Davison 
Hunter, To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility of Christianity in the Late Modern 
World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 150-166. 
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discussion more than institutional structures, though it has proven popular especially 

among educated white evangelicals and has inspired some practical efforts among pastors 

and church leaders.52 The Ekklesia Project, for instance, in which Hauerwas himself is a 

participant, has been working for almost two-decades to connect neo-Anabaptist scholars 

and theologians more directly to pastors and laity within the church.53 Neo-Anbaptism 

has been thoroughly intertwined with the ECM as well, influencing a significant portion 

of its discourse.54 The new monastic stream of the ECM, for instance, can be considered a 

neo-Anabaptist expression given that they draw much inspiration from the writings of 

both Yoder and Hauerwas, and have deliberately patterned their communal life after 

Anabaptist examples.55  

                                                           
52 Mark Tooley, “Mennonite Takeover?,” The American Spectator, October 4, 2010, accessed 

February 7, 2017, https://spectator.org/38818_mennonite-takeover/. On the racial composition of the neo-
Anabaptist movement see Drew G.I. Hart, “Neo-Anabaptist myths and Mennonite reality on the problem of 
white homogeneity in Anabaptist communities,” Taking Jesus Seriously (blog), The Christian Century, 
January 20, 2015, accessed February 7, 2017, https://www .christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2015-
01/neo-anabaptist-myths-and-mennonite-reality-problem-white-homogeneity-anabaptis. 

53 The Ekklesia Project’s purpose statement highlights their neo-Anabaptist emphasis (though 
without using that term): “The Ekklesia Project aims to put discipleship and the Church as an alternative 
community of practices, worship, and integration at the center of contemporary debates on Christianity and 
society” (The Ekklesia Project, “Who We Are,” Ekklesia Project website, accessed January 18, 2017, 
http://www.ekklesiaproject.org/about-us/who-we-are/). 

54 Prominent evangelicals and Emerging Church leaders who have been associated at times with 
the neo-Anabaptist label include author and megachurch pastor Greg Boyd, new monastic Shane Claiborne, 
ECM leader Brian McLaren, progressive evangelicals Ron Sider and Jim Wallis, theologians David Fitch, 
Geoff Holsclaw, James McClendon, and Nancey Murphy, and New Testament scholars Richard Hays and 
Scot McKnight, among others. David Fitch, Geoff Holsclaw, and Scot McKnight in particular have gained 
prominence through their ties to the ECM and are now working to develop a more thorough neo-Anabaptist 
theology specifically for evangelicals. Fitch has asserted that this project is necessary to chart a third-way 
(though not a “middle” way) for evangelicals apart from the perceived conservatism of the Neo-Reformed 
movement, represented by The Gospel Coalition, and the perceived liberalism of the Emerging Church 
Movement, represented by Emergent Village (David E. Fitch and Geoff Holsclaw, Prodigal Christianity: 
10 Signposts into the Missional Frontier (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013), xiii-xvii). 

55 Shane Claiborne, Skype interview by author, April 12, 2011; Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw, 
Jesus for President: Politics for Ordinary Radicals (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 236-241; 
Jonathan R. Wilson, Living Faithfully in a Fragmented World: Lessons for the Church from MacIntyre's 
After Virtue (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press, 1998), xii-xiii; Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, New Monasticism: 
What It Has to Say to Today’s Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008), 51-55. It should also be noted that 
Hauerwas wrote a back-cover blurb endorsing the movement’s foundational book, School(s) for 
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Neo-Anabaptist thought has significantly shaped the missional church 

conversation in several key ways. Most influential has been the assertion, held by both 

movements, that the church should see itself an alternative community – “an alternative 

set of behaviors, an alternative ethic, an alternative kind of relationships” – standing in 

contrast to the world.56 This perspective is summed up in one of the neo-Anabaptist 

movement’s most influential books, Resident Aliens, by Stanley Hauerwas and Will 

Willimon: “The confessing church… calls people to conversion as a long process of 

being baptismally engrafted into a new people, an alternative polis, a countercultural 

social structure called church. It seeks to influence the world by being the church, that is, 

by being something the world is not and can never be, lacking the gift of faith and vision, 

which is ours in Christ.”57 The Missional Church theologians embraced this perspective 

as a corrective for a church that, in their estimation, had lost its distinctive identity under 

Christendom and the “American way of life.”58 Reclaiming the church’s nature as a 

countercultural society distinct from the world enabled the church to offer both an 

alternative and a unique word of hope to what Newbigin had described as an increasingly 

hope-less civilization.59 

 A second point of convergence between the neo-Anabaptists and missional 

ecclesiology is the understanding that the church is not synonymous with the kingdom of 

                                                           
Conversion: 12 Marks of a New Monasticism (edited by The Rutba House (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 
2005)). 

56 Guder, Missional Church, 119. 

57 Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, 46. 

58 Guder, Missional Church, 78. 

59 Newbigin, Other Side of 1984, 1-4. 
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God. God presence is at work extending God’s reign in the world both through the church 

but also before and beyond the church. The church, however, still has an indispensible 

role as an instrument and foretaste of that reign. “It is in the church,” says Hauerwas, 

“that we learn to recognize Christ’s presence outside the church. The church is not the 

kingdom but the foretaste of the kingdom. For it is in the church that the narrative of God 

is lived in a way that makes the kingdom visible.”60 For the development of a missional 

ecclesiology, this understanding guarded against the ecclesiocentrism of earlier mission 

paradigms in which the growth and extension of the church was equated with the growth 

and extension of the kingdom. It also resisted the modern consumer mentality in which 

the church must extend the kingdom by persuading people to come into the church 

through the offer of exclusive “religious goods and services.”61 Finally, it guarded against 

the tendency for the church within Christendom to attempt to dominate society under the 

assumption that the rule of the church was synonymous with the rule of God. Instead the 

church was simply to bear witness to “signs of the reign of God in the Scriptures, in the 

world’s history, in the present… and in the church’s own deeds.”62  

Finally, the neo-Anabaptist influence can be seen in missional ecclesiology’s 

emphasis on the church as a formative community, shaping members for mission in 

                                                           
60 Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, 97; cf. Guder, Missional Church, 98-99. Neo-Anabaptist 

biblical theologian Scot McKnight has recently challenged this assertion, arguing that within the New 
Testament the kingdom and the church are synonymous (Kingdom Conspiracy: Returning to the Radical 
Mission of the Local Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014). His view, however, is by no means 
universally accepted among neo-Anabaptists (David Fitch, “‘No Kingdom Outside the Church!!!’ My Take 
on Scot McKnight’s Grand Statement- Kingdom Conspiracy (Last Post),” Missio Alliance, November 11, 
2014, accessed January 19, 2017, http://www.missioalliance.org /no-kingdom-outside-the-church-my-take-
on-scot-mcknight’s-grand-statement-kingdom-conspiracy-last-post/). 

61 Guder, Missional Church, 108. 

62 Ibid., 109. 
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service of God’s reign in the world: “To be sent out on behalf of the reign of God is also 

to gather people into the reign of God and, through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to 

help form each other into citizens of the reign of God, who can preach, teach, and heal in 

the name of Jesus and can share in his sufferings and resurrection life.”63 This formation, 

in their view, happens through the disciplined communal practices of the church’s 

received tradition. Indeed, quoting Hauerwas, the Missional Church authors assert that 

“The cultivation of a people who follow the way of Jesus Christ is a lifelong process of 

participation in ‘a community that embodies the language, rituals, and moral practices 

from which this particular form of life grows.’”64 This emphasis on communal formation 

was significant for the missional church’s response to modern culture because it 

challenged modern ideals of autonomous individualism emphasizing the construction of 

individual identity and moral character (often through capitalist consumer choices) 

without reference to social influences or communal commitments. It also spoke to the 

manner in which the church as a missional community was to become the social 

embodiment of the reign of God by modeling a unique pattern of relationships 

characterized by mutual submission rather than radical autonomy.65 

The Missional Church was not wholly a work of neo-Anabaptist theology 

however. Many of its contributors came from the Reformed tradition, as did Newbigin 

himself, which takes a different perspective on the relationship of the church to politics 

                                                           
63 Ibid., 141. 

64 Ibid., 153. Quoting Stanley Hauerwas, Character and the Christian Life: A Study in Theological 
Ethics, rev. ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 210-11. 

65 Guder Missional Church, 158-59, 182. 
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and public life than that of the neo-Anabaptists.66 The neo-Anabaptist perspective 

precludes direct attempts by the church to transform the world. Instead the church’s 

political task is simply to “be the church” by modeling for the world the power of 

servanthood, mutual submission, and non-violence.67 “The church must learn time and 

time again that its task is not to make the world the kingdom, but to be faithful to the 

kingdom by showing to the world what it means to be a community of peace.”68 Neo-

Anabaptists typically reject any suggestion that the church should seek to use the 

coercive tools of the state to impose Christian values on the broader society, arguing that 

such use simply mimics the dynamics of Christendom in which the church served merely 

as a prop for the state and a justifier of state-violence. They likewise reject forms of 

activism that seem driven too much by secular political ideals (liberal democracy, free 

market capitalism, or human rights, for instance), arguing that such values are rooted in 

the Enlightenment, and are thus foreign to the Christian narrative that instead ought to 

shape the communal life of the church.69 

While Lesslie Newbigin shared these concerns about the use of coercion to 

impose Christian values within a pluralistic society, in contrast to the neo-Anabaptists, he 

nevertheless believed that Christendom’s “attempt to create a Christian civilization, to 

                                                           
66 At least two books have offered a comparison of the social thinking of Newbigin and Yoder: 

Andrew L. Fitz-Gibbon, In the World, But Not of the World: Christian Social Thinking at the End of the 
Twentieth Century (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2000); and Jeppe Bach Nikolajsen, The Distinctive 
Identity of the Church: A Constructive Study of the Post-Christendom Theologies of Lesslie Newbigin and 
John Howard Yoder (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015). See also, Goheen, “Historical Perspectives,” 76-
78; and Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 140-145. 

67 Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, 38, 47. 

68 Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, 103. 

69 Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, 36-43. 



155 
 

shape laws consonant with the biblical teaching, to place kings and emperors under the 

explicit obligation of Christian discipleship,” was not wrong.70 Indeed, he believed not to 

do so would have been an “act of apostasy” and an “abandonment of the faith of the 

gospel.” Thus, while the church today should not return to the Constantinian project of 

Christendom, it also could not evade “the responsibility which a democratic society gives 

to every citizen to seek access to the levers of power” in order to “shape the public life of 

nations and the global ordering of industry and commerce in light of the Christian 

faith.”71  

Newbigin’s proposal for how the church could best influence society was not, 

however, through Christian political parties or propaganda campaigns or returning to a 

union between church and state, but through congregations formed by Christian practices 

and by the Christian story to such a degree that they would become “hermeneutics of the 

gospel” in and for the world.72 These communities, he believed, should be marked by six 

characteristics: (1) they should be communities shaped by practices of praise and 

reverence; (2) they should be communities of truth, indwelling a “plausibility structure” 

capable of fostering healthy skepticism regarding the narratives of modern society; (3) 

they should be communities that do not exist for themselves, but for the benefit of its 

wider community, for its non-members; (4) they should be communities whose members 

are trained and nourished to be ministers in the world; (5) they should be communities 

that, in their own patterns of mutual responsibility to one another, model a new social 

                                                           
70 Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greek, 129. 

71 Ibid.; Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 224. 

72 Newbigin, Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 227.  
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order for the world; and (6) they should be communities of that offer hope for the human 

condition in the midst of an increasingly pessimistic Western society.73 Though similar in 

many ways to the neo-Anabaptist vision of churches as countercultural communities of 

lived practice, Newbigin’s proposal was fundamentally different in its aim. He believed 

the church had a responsibility to influence society and, in fact, “change the world” by 

sending individuals out “into every sector of public life to claim it for Christ.”74 With this 

proposed approach, according to George Hunsberger, Newbigin hoped to avoid both a 

“residual Christendom model” and what Hunsberger calls a “ghettoized sectarianism.”75 

Missional Church reflected an unresolved tension between these two influences, 

the Reformed Newbigin versus the neo-Anabaptist Yoder and Hauerwas, in its pages and 

among its authors – taking an ambiguous stance on whether Christians ought to seek the 

transformation of society through involvement in public life.76 The tension between these 

competing visions would push various streams of the missional church movement in 

differing directions as it unfolded over the next two decades, producing fruitful dialogue 

but also competing interpretations regarding the practical implications of a missional 

ecclesiology.77 This has been especially true within the ECM, which, owing to its 

conversational nature and emphasis on epistemic humility over strong theological 

                                                           
73 Ibid., 227-233. In his emphasis on the formative power of the church to shape, through practices 

and narrative, a new “plausibility structure,” Newbigin drew especially upon the thought of both Michael 
Polyani and Alasdair MacIntyre. 

74 Ibid., 233. 

75 Hunsberger, “The Newbigin Gauntlet,” 12. 

76 This assertion of a fundamental ambiguity in the Missional Church text on these issues stands in 
contrast to Michael Goheen’s evaluation of the book as presenting a thoroughly Anabaptist perspective 
(Goheen, “Historical Perspectives,” 76-78) and instead agrees with Van Gelder and Zscheile’s more 
nuanced assessment (Missional Church in Perspective, 59-61, 140-45). 

77 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 140-145. 
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boundaries, has tended to embrace both perspectives within its discourse.78 Wary of 

becoming too much like the hyper-partisan Christian Right against which many are 

reacting, some have shied away from engagement with electoral politics, and, under the 

influence of neo-Anabaptist thinkers, have opted instead for more ambivalent stances 

toward politics and focused instead on forming intentional alternative communities in the 

“abandoned places of the empire.”79 Others, however, skeptical of sacred-secular 

distinctions that draw hard lines between the church and culture, and feeling a 

responsibility to work on behalf of those suffering under injustice and oppression in 

whatever ways possible, have found these approaches too limiting and perhaps too 

reminiscent of the anti-culture attitudes of the fundamentalism out of which many 

came.80 These Emerging Christians have instead adopted more Newbigin-like strategies 

for cultural engagement and social change. These varying paths will be explored in 

greater depth in the next chapter. However, what nearly all Emerging Christians share in 

common with both Newbigin and the Neo-Anabaptists is the understanding that in order 

to be truly missional, loving and serving those around them, churches must function as 

countercultural communities of lived practice in the midst of society.  

 
 

 

                                                           
78 Jones, New Christians, 82-84. 

79 Claiborne and Haw, Jesus for President, 169; David Fitch, “‘Not Voting’ as an Act of Christian 
Discernment: Calling the Emerging Church Into a Different Kind of Faithfulness,” Missio Alliance, July 
21, 2008, accessed January 28, 2017, http://www.missioalliance.org/not-voting-as-an-act-of-christian-
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80 Mike Clawson, “Book Review: Jesus for President,” Emerging Pensees (blog), June 19, 2008, 
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The Missional Church Movement 

The language of “missional church” caught on quickly among church leaders and 

ministry practitioners, especially among white evangelical and mainline Protestants 

throughout North America and in many other English-speaking countries. Missional 

Church itself has sold tens of thousands of copies, a remarkable number for an edited 

volume of academic theology.81 Since 1998, dozens of books utilizing missional concepts 

have been published, numerous ministry conferences have been held to teach church 

leaders how to help their congregations become missional, and missional language is now 

ubiquitous among denominational literature across the English-speaking Protestant 

world. In the words of Missional Church contributor, Alan Roxburgh, “The word 

‘missional’ seems to have traveled the remarkable path of going from obscurity to 

banality in only one decade.”82 Many original voices in the missional church movement 

now worry that the term has become faddish – that its meaning has not fully been grasped 

and is instead applied in inappropriate ways to practices that are not in fact missional, 

those, for instance, who have used the popularity of the term “missional” to rebrand 

traditional missionary approaches while still maintaining the ecclesiocentric nature of 

missions from the old paradigm.83   

A comprehensive study of missional literature existent in 2011 looked at the 

further implications being drawn by those who had grasped the theocentric nature of 

                                                           
81 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 2. 

82 Ibid., 1-5. 
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missional ecclesiology and had attempted to utilize missional concepts for the church. It 

uncovered four recurring themes: 

1. an emphasis on the sending of the church into the world by a missionary God, 

thereby shifting the agency of mission from the church to God 

2. an understanding that God’s mission is related to God’s reign in the world, 

and that this reign extends beyond the mission of the church, though the 

church remains directly involved in it  

3. an emphasis on the incarnational (versus attractional) nature of the missional 

church, in which all aspects of a local church’s ministries are shaped by their 

missionary engagement with their postmodern, post-Christendom, global and 

local contexts  

4. a focus on building up individual believers within local churches to live as 

disciples engaging in mission in their daily circumstances84 

While acknowledging that these missional themes are largely derived from 

concepts in the Missional Church itself, they also note that, due to a lack of precision and 

cohesion in the original text, these themes have sometimes been developed in ways that 

are contradictory, confusing, or not in keeping with the original meaning of the term. As 

a result, the missional church movement has now come to reflect at least three different 

institutional and theological streams: the Missional Mainline, Missional Evangelicals, 

and Missional Neo-Anabaptists.85 In addition to these three streams, the Emerging 

                                                           
84 Ibid., 3-4. 

85 I am indebted to David Fitch for this helpful taxonomy (David E. Fitch, “The other missional 
conversation: Making way for the neo-Anabaptist contribution to the missional movement in North 
America,” Missiology: An International Review 44, no. 4 (October 2016): 466-478). I have, however, 
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Church Movement itself overlaps with and partakes in each to such a significant degree 

that it is difficult to delineate them as a separate stream. Their involvement with and 

influence from the missional church movement will thus be discussed separately.86   

The first stream, what I call the “Missional Mainline,” consists mostly of those 

originally connected with the Gospel and Our Culture Network, including the authors of 

Missional Church, and descend most directly from the theological legacy of Lesslie 

Newbigin. These include theologians and ministry consultants working largely (though 

not exclusively) with churches in mainline denominational contexts. Key names include 

John Franke, Darrell Guder, George Hunsberger, Alan Roxburgh, and Craig Van Gelder. 

They have focused especially on further developing missional ecclesiology and drawing 

connections between this theology and various aspects of church life. This has occurred 

primarily through the ongoing publication of a flood of books by these authors through 

various imprints.87 While the GOCN itself has been mostly dormant for the past decade, 

other networks had already sprung up to offer consulting and training for congregations 

                                                           
chosen to use the less specific label “Missional Mainline” as opposed to Fitch’s decision to name this 
stream “The Missional Network” after its currently most visible institutional expression. 

86 A fifth stream could also be identified, the “Mission-shaped” discussion among the Fresh 
Expressions movement within the Church of England, British Methodists, and, to a more limited degree, 
the Episcopal Church in the United States. This conversation/movement is also deeply rooted in missional 
ecclesiology, and, beginning with the publication of Mission-shaped Church in 2004, has resulted in 
numerous books applying missional concepts to ministry within the Anglican tradition. I have excluded it 
from this discussion however because 1) it is mostly a British expression of the missional and Emerging 
Church movements, and as such, falls outside the scope of this dissertation as a study of the ECM in the 
United States, and 2) where it has impacted the Episcopal Church in the United States, it is typically simply 
subsumed within the larger missional discourse of the ECM rather than standing as a separate missional 
stream (see for instance, Mary Gray-Reeves and Michael Perham, The Hospitality of God: Emerging 
Worship for a Missional Church (New York: Seabury, 2011); and Steven Croft, Ian Mobsby, and Stephanie 
Spellers, Ancient Faith, Future Mission: Fresh Expressions in the Sacramental Tradition (New York: 
Seabury, 2010)). 

87 See, for instance, the Gospel and Our Culture series published through a partnership with 
GOCN and Wm. B. Eerdmans publishers (http://www.eerdmans.com/Products/CategoryCenter 
.aspx?CategoryId=SE!GOCS), and the Missional Church series, also by Eerdmans, with Craig Van Gelder 
as the general editor (https://www.eerdmans.com/Products/CategoryCenter.aspx?CategoryId=SE!MCS). 
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and church leaders wishing to become more missional.88 The most prominent of these 

currently is The Missional Network led by Alan Roxburgh, one of this stream’s most 

prolific authors.89 Theologically the Missional Mainline tends to be Spirit-focused, 

emphasizing the work of God’s Spirit in the broader society and encouraging the church 

look for what the Spirit is already doing in its surrounding communities and then join 

God there.90 Accordingly, it also leans more toward Reformed and Newbigin-inspired 

approaches to public engagement and social transformation (though these topics are not 

emphasized prominently in their literature), though it still shares with the neo-Anabaptists 

an emphasis on the church as a contrast community within society.  

A second stream, the “Missional Evangelicals,” have been active primarily among 

more conservative evangelical churches.91 Those in this stream tend to be church 

practitioners and ministry consultants more than academic theologians, and focus 

primarily on exploring ways in which the missional theology developed by the GOCN 

might reshape the ministries and structures of church. Several pioneers in this stream 

were early participants in the ECM, including Dan Kimball and Mark Driscoll.92 The 

                                                           
88 The last substantial activity on the GOCN website was from 2008, though it is promising a 

revamped website and renewed activity under the leadership of John Franke sometime in 2017 (John 
Franke, “New Website Coming Soon,” The Gospel and Our Culture Network, November 1, 2016, accessed 
January 28, 2017, http://www.gocn.org/). 

89 See The Missional Network website, accessed January 20, 2017, 
http://themissionalnetwork.com/. 

90 Alan Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, Why It 
Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2009), 20. 

91 Fitch, “The other missional conversation,” 470-472. 

92 Mark Driscoll, The Radical Reformission (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), and 
Confessions of a Reformission Rev; Kimball, Emerging Church. Driscoll himself has proposed further 
dividing the Missional Evangelical stream into Missional Evangelicals and Missional Reformed 
Evangelicals. This latter stream, in which he places himself, shares a common missional orientation (which 
he defines simply as “being a missionary in one’s own culture”), but differs in holding more rigidly the 
restriction of women from pastoral ministry and conservative evangelical interpretations of Reformed 
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most influential voices among the Missional Evangelicals have been Michael Frost and 

Alan Hirsch, ministry trainers and church consultants from Australia. Their landmark 

2003 book, The Shaping of Things to Come, argued that radical changes would be needed 

to the traditional structures of contemporary churches (or new church starts) if they were 

to be contextually effective within their cultural settings.93 Numerous parachurch 

networks for missional training and church planting soon sprang up to fulfill this call.94 

The theological perspectives among those in this stream are diverse, but, building on their 

evangelical commitments and taking their lead especially from Frost and Hirsch, they 

typically tend to be Christocentric and focused on individuals, asserting that mission 

flows out of a personal encounter with the living Christ (by which they mean, in David 

Fitch’s estimation, “a direct unmediated Kierkegaardian encounter”), and consists of 

individual discipleship in the way of Jesus (eventually gathered into local church 

                                                           
theology, looking especially to Jonathan Edwards, Charles Spurgeon, J. I. Packer, John Piper, and D. A. 
Carson, among others (Mark Driscoll, Religion Saves: And Nine Other Misconceptions (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2009), 209-217). However, while this emphasis on conservative Reformed doctrine has set them 
apart as a particularly influential “Neo-Reformed” movement within evangelicalism (see Chapter Five), 
they do not differ significantly in regards to their missional ecclesiology, and thus do not need to be listed 
as a separate stream of the missional church movement. 

93 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 
21st-Century Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003).  

94 These have included the Acts 29 church planting ministry co-founded by Mark Driscoll and 
David Nicholas, Neil Cole’s Church Multiplication Associates, the Ecclesia church planting network 
cofounded by JR Woodward and Chris Brackert and its related theological training network the Missio 
Alliance, Todd Wilson and Dave Ferguson’s Exponential Conferences, Bob Robert’s Glocal.net training 
network, Milfred Minatrea’s Missional Church Center, Lance Ford and Brad Brisco’s Sentralized 
Conferences, the Verge Network and Conferences out of Austin Stone Community Church in Austin, 
Texas, and Alan Hirsch’s own Forge Mission Training Network, whose American branch is currently led 
by Hugh Halter. Other influential missional evangelicals include and Reggie McNeal of Leadership 
Network and Southern Baptist missiologist Ed Stetzer (now the Executive Director of the Billy Graham 
Center for Evangelism at Wheaton College). 
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communities) and incarnational presence within local contexts.95 Some in this stream 

encourage varying degrees of public engagement for social transformation, while for 

others the emphasis tends to be more on individual evangelistic conversion, church 

multiplication, and local neighborhood ministries to immediate social needs. 

Missional theologian David Fitch has recently argued for a third “Neo-Anabaptist 

Missional” (NAM) stream that is also primarily evangelical both doctrinally and 

institutionally, but which explicitly identifies itself with the neo-Anabaptist movement 

and theology.96 In this stream he includes himself, as well as British theologian and 

church planting coach Stuart Murray, the new monastic movement, and the Slow Church 

movement pioneered by C. Christopher Smith and John Pattison.97 According to Fitch, 

“Each of these NAM authors/leaders starts with the displaced location of the church in 

post-Christendom and the negative effects of the ‘Constantinian’ alliance of the church 

with cultural power. They focus, in one way or another, on the tactic of inhabiting a place 

incarnationally and communally, as a minority presence for Christ’s Kingdom.”98 He 

contrasts this theologically with both the Spirit-in-the-world focus of the Missional 

Mainline and the individualistic Christology of the Missional Evangelicals, noting that 

Missional Neo-Anabaptists instead emphasize the centrality (though not exclusivity) of 

                                                           
95 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, ReJesus: A Wild Messiah for a Missional Church (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson, 2009), 41-62; Frost and Hirsch, Shaping of Things to Come, 66-67; Fitch, “The other 
missional conversation,” 471. 

96 Fitch, “The other missional conversation,” 472-75. 

97 Other in the Neo-Anabaptist Missional stream would likely include the Parish Collective in the 
Pacific Northwest, Mark VanSteenwyk’s Center for Prophetic Imagination in Minneapolis, and the 
aforementioned Ekklesia Project. Another missional group mentioned under the Missional Evangelicals, 
the Ecclesia Network, and its outgrowth, the Missio Alliance, also has strong Neo-Anabaptist influences, 
especially through Fitch himself, though they are not exclusively Neo-Anabaptist in their membership or 
theology. 

98 Fitch, “The other missional conversation,” 472. 
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the church as the means of God’s witness to the world. They have also tended to be more 

politically-oriented than the previous two streams, issuing forceful condemnations of 

militarism and consumer capitalism in particular, though, in keeping with their Neo-

Anabaptist commitments, they typically see prophetic witness rather than social 

transformation as the proper missional role of the church in regards to such issues.99 

None of these three streams should be seen as wholly distinct from the others. 

They overlap and interact in many ways through both institutional and personal 

connections. Authors and leaders from all three streams frequently endorse one another’s 

books and speak at one another’s events. There is typically more overlap in their 

theological understandings of “missional” than there is difference, though each interprets 

and applies these in various ways.100 Furthermore, they all share in common the essential 

theological commitment of missional ecclesiology –the missio Dei, God’s own mission in 

the world, as the origin and encompassing reality for the church as a participant in that 

mission.  

 
Missional Ecclesiology and the Emerging Church 

The Emerging Church Movement, as a diverse conversation that resists firm 

theological or institutional boundaries, participates in all of these streams of the missional 

church movement. Indeed, the ECM represents the earliest group of churches and leaders 

to apply the missional ecclesiology produced by the GOCN to the practical life of the 

church. From its inception, the ECM has been thoroughly shaped by missional concepts, 

                                                           
99 David E. Fitch, The End of Evangelicalism: Discerning a New Faithfulness for Mission 

(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011). 

100 For a more multi-faceted examination of the various ways missional ecclesiology has been 
interpreted and applied, see Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in Perspective, 67-98. 
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beginning with the Young Leaders Network in the mid-1990s. In 1996, just as their Gen 

X Ministry/Young Leaders efforts were getting off the ground, Leadership Network also 

promoted the GOCN’s first book and first major national conference within its bi-weekly 

newsletter.101 Two years later, just months after the release of Missional Church, the 

Young Leaders’ National Re-Evaluation Forum in Glorieta, New Mexico (in many ways 

the inaugural event for the ECM) had “Missional Church” as one of its six major themes, 

which was presented on by George Hunsberger, then director of the GOCN.102 Over the 

next two years both Hunsberger and Alan Roxburgh would participate in many of YLN’s 

regional “Ministry on the New Edge” forums, Roxburgh himself was an initiator of the 

Terranova Project, and both he and Hunsberger would continue to be a part of Emergent 

events in the years following.103 The earliest books by ECM authors showed these 

influences, almost universally advocating for a missional understanding of the church and 

reflecting an engagement with the writings of Newbigin and other missional 

theologians.104 Thus, from its origins, the Emerging Church has been an unequivocally 

                                                           
101 Leadership Network, “Spirituality and Rediscovering Mission,” NetFax 43, April 15, 1996. 

The conference was attended by roughly 250 people (Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church in 
Perspective, 47). 

102 Leadership Network, “Missional,” Next special edition, February 1999, 8. 

103 Roxburgh, for instance, hosted one of the “learning communities” at the 2005 Emergent 
Convention. 

104 See, for instance, Driscoll, Radical Reformission, 18-20; Jones, Postmodern Youth Ministry, 
44-79, 236-237; Kimball, Emerging Church, 68-70, 91-97, 203; Long, Generating Hope, 59-68, 186-211; 
127-28, 141-42, 175, 183-84, 196-197; McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity, 168-170. This influence is 
most dramatically displayed in the variations between the first and second editions of Brian McLaren’s 
1998 book Reinventing Your Church, which was renamed and rereleased in 2000 as The Church on the 
Other Side. His chapter on the mission of the church in the original version defines this mission simply as 
making “more Christians and better Christians.” In the revised version, which he rewrote after being 
directly influenced by the GOCN and the writings of Lesslie Newbigin, McLaren adds two more elements 
to his definition, “authentic missional community, for the good of the world” – emphasizing the communal 
and missional nature of the church, and the kingdom of God as a force for good in the world (McLaren, 
Church on the Other Side, 34-37). 
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missional movement, wholeheartedly embracing the Missional Church’s call for 

Christians to work toward more culturally contextual, missionally-shaped expressions of 

the church within a postmodern, post-Christendom society.  

If the GOCN’s Missional Mainline stream was an early (and ongoing) formative 

influence on the ECM, many in the Missional Evangelical and Neo-Anabaptist Missional 

streams were not separate from the ECM’s ongoing discourse around missional practice 

either, but were, in fact, integral participants in it. Leaders in these streams were often 

active in the ECM as cohort leaders, conference speakers, bloggers, authors, 

mentors/trainers, and conversation partners. Some, like David Fitch, Geoff Holsclaw, and 

Scot McKnight within the Neo-Anabaptist stream, or Dan Kimball and Bob Hyatt within 

the Missional Evangelical stream, would eventually distance themselves from the ECM 

over other theological disagreements, but their work and their influence nevertheless had 

a significant role in shaping the movement’s overall discourse.105 Others like Frost and 

Hirsch, never directly claimed the “Emerging Church” label for themselves, but were, 

nonetheless, influential voices and frequent participants in various ways within ECM’s 

discourse.106 Only as the theological directions of some within the ECM, and especially 

                                                           
105 According to Tony Jones, Fitch and Holsclaw, for instance, were largely responsible for 

bringing Neo-Anabaptist theology into the mainstream of ECM discourse. He also credits them with being 
“among the most responsible people for the growth and development of the emergent movement.” This 
latter claim is reinforced by the fact that Fitch and Holsclaw founded one of the original Emergent Cohorts, 
up/rooted in Chicago, which served as a model for other cohorts around the country. Holsclaw himself also 
oversaw the Emergent Cohorts Team during the pivotal years from 2004-2006 when the number of cohorts 
began to multiply significantly. In addition to their influences on the ECM, Jones also suggests that Fitch 
himself “gained an audience for his [missional-Anabaptist] theology in large part because of his generous 
engagement with the emergent movement” (Tony Jones, “Some Honest Talk About Labels (Emergent, 
Mission, Etc.),” Theoblogy (blog), February 20, 2013, accessed January 21, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/ 
2013/02/20/some-honest-talk-about-labels-emergent-missional-etc/).  

106 Alan Hirsch, “Defining Missional,” CTPastors, Christianity Today, Fall 2008, accessed January 
21, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2008/fall/17.20.html. As one example of the influence 
of Frost and Hirsch on the ECM’s discourse, note that Emerging leaders – including Tony Jones, Dan 
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those connected with Emergent Village, became increasingly controversial within the 

evangelical world, did those in the Missional Evangelical and Missional Neo-Anabaptist 

streams begin to differentiate themselves from the ECM, often deploying the term 

“missional” as a descriptor over and against “Emerging/Emergent.”107 Such a distinction 

is highly misleading, however, as missional theology and missional practice had never 

ceased to be an essential component of the ECM discourse. More helpful, perhaps, was 

the distinction made by authors in the Missional Mainline, acknowledging that while 

Emerging Church concerns extended beyond the focus of the missional church movement 

(including, for instance, innovative experiments in spiritual practice, new forms of 

community, and new philosophical and theological approaches), the ECM also included 

missional ecclesiology as one of their defining concerns.108 Thus, the Emerging Church 

and missional movements were not separate but overlapping spheres of discourse. 

Why did missional ecclesiology appeal to the nascent ECM and what did it 

provide for the movement? The initial affinity was surely that missional thinkers, namely 

the GOCN, addressed the same kind of topics that had captured the interest of early 

leaders in YLN and its successive incarnations, as well as those in the wider movement – 

the shift to a postmodern/post-Christendom society and this shift’s implications for 

Christian ministry in the coming century. Emerging Christians were driven by their sense 

of unease with existing church forms, practices, doctrines, and social concerns, and, as 

                                                           
Kimball, Brian McLaren, Sally Morgenthaler, and Leonard Sweet – have frequently provided endorsement 
blurbs on books by these authors. 

107 Chris Backert, “Emerging Church and Missional: Same Difference?” Fresh Expressions US, 
April 18, 2016, accessed January 21, 2017, http://freshexpressionsus.org/2016/04/18/emerging-church-
missional-church-difference/. 

108 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 53-54. 
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described, had already begun to reimagine the ministry methodologies and spiritual 

practices of new paradigm churches for emerging postmodern generations. Missional 

thinkers provided them with a satisfying, intellectually and theologically complex 

framework for understanding the source their discontent and a new, compelling paradigm 

for moving forward in constructive ways – one that addressed not just outward forms, but 

underlying theological assumptions as well. If churches in the Modern, Christendom era 

had seen themselves as “a place where religious things happen” (e.g. worship, preaching, 

sacraments), taking for granted that people in the culture would participate, and 

contemporary new paradigm churches in the post-Christendom era of religious 

consumerism had seen themselves as “suppliers of religious goods and services” to attract 

people out of the culture and into the church (an approach soon referred to as 

“attractional church”), missional ecclesiology taught those in the ECM that the 

theological identity of the church was actually a community of people participating in 

God’s kingdom mission to love and transform the world.109 To do so, they were told, they 

would need to understand their postmodern/post-Christendom cultural context and their 

position as a marginal and contrasting community within that culture. And they would 

need to abandon the consumeristic, attractional approach of the new paradigm churches, 

aimed only at numerical growth for the institutional church, and instead turn outward to 

incarnate God’s reign in the world as countercultural communities who form their 

members through holistic patterns of discipleship to love and serve those around them. 

 

                                                           
109 Here I am summarizing the exact framework for missional ecclesiology presented by George 

Hunsberger to over 500 church leaders at YLN’s National Re-Evaluation Forum in 1998 (Leadership 
Network, “Missional,” Next special edition, February 1999, 8). This missional framework would soon 
become ubiquitous within the ECM’s discourse and form the foundation of their self-identity as a missional 
movement. 
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Difficulties Defining the Kingdom Mission 

Missional ecclesiology provided the ECM with a fundamental reorientation in 

their understanding of the nature and purpose of the church. This new understanding did 

not, however, provide them with everything they would need to begin fleshing out the 

specifics of this kingdom mission. Early missional Emerging Christians still lacked a 

clear definition of what God’s mission in the world on behalf of the kingdom specifically 

entailed. These questions were open to a wide variety of interpretations, all under the 

rubric of being “missional.” So, for instance, Dan Kimball argues that “the primary 

function of the church is her evangelistic mission,” dedicating an entire chapter of The 

Emerging Church to the topic. Social action on behalf of the poor, on the other hand, was 

given one paragraph and included as a subset of “spiritual formation.”110 In contrast, Alan 

Hirsch would assert that “missional is not the same as evangelistic,” associating the latter 

with attractional church models.111 For many others, being missional did in fact primarily 

mean increased attention on social ministries and social action on behalf of the poor and 

oppressed, though again Hirsch would caution that this was only one part of the 

mission.112 Hirsch himself defined the mission much more broadly than either evangelism 

                                                           
110 Kimball, Emerging Church, 92-93, 197-211, 224. See also, Dan Kimball, “Missional 

Misgivings,” Leadership Journal (Fall 2008), accessed January 22, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com 
/pastors/2008 /fall/14.112.html. Also compare Missional Evangelical and former ECM-participant Mark 
Driscoll’s  definition of missional as “sending Christians out of the church and into the culture to serve as 
missionaries through relationship” for the goal of “reaching lost people for Jesus” (Driscoll, Confession of 
a Reformission Rev, 26). Such a definition essentially makes missional no different than the earlier 
evangelical emphasis on “lifestyle” or “friendship” evangelism (cf. Joseph Aldrich, Life-Style Evangelism: 
Crossing Traditional Boundaries to Reach the Unbelieving World (Portand, OR: Multnomah Press, 1981); 
Arthur McPhee, Friendship Evangelism: The Caring Way to Share Your Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 1978)).  

111 Hirsch, “Defining Missional.” 

112 Helen Lee, “Missional Shift or Drift?,” Leadership Journal (Fall 2008), accessed January 22, 
2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2008/fall/7.23.html; Hirsch, “Defining Missional.” 
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or social ministry. For him missional meant being an agent of God’s kingdom in every 

area of life – religion, science, politics, art, business, education, agriculture, security, 

family, sexuality, leisure, etc.113 These diverse emphases showed the fluidity of the 

concept, and indicated that missional ecclesiology alone would not be enough to settle 

such differences of interpretation. 

This difficulty in defining the mission was especially pronounced for Emerging 

Christians from more conservative evangelical backgrounds for whom the meaning of the 

“kingdom of God” was also contested. The predominant understanding among 

evangelicals for most of the twentieth century had been that of dispensationalist 

premillennial eschatology, an inheritance largely from the streams of evangelicalism that 

emerged out of fundamentalist roots, which held that the kingdom of God was a future 

reality – the restoration of an earthly Davidic kingdom at the end of time (known as the 

Millennium and inaugurated by Christ’s bodily Second Coming, hence 

“premillennialism”).114 A less prominent stream of eschatological theology among 

evangelicals from Reformed traditions was that of covenantal amillennialism in which, at 

                                                           
113 Hirsch and Frost, ReJesus, 123. 

114 On dispensational eschatology among fundamentalists and evangelicals, see George M. 
Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, Second Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006); Richard G. Kyle, Apocalyptic Fever: End-Time Prophecies in Modern America (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
& Stock, 2012); Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014); Timothy P. Weber, On the Road to Armageddon: How 
Evangelicals Became Israel’s Best Friend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 2004). It should noted that not all 
fundamentalists were premillennial dispensationalists – J. Gresham Machen as the most noteworthy 
exception – but it did characterize the majority of the movement. Furthermore, David Bebbington has 
suggested that the common historiography tracing the rise of neo-evangelicalism in the 1940s solely out of 
fundamentalist roots may be incorrect, pointing instead to the many lines of continuity between nineteenth-
century evangelicalism and late-twentieth-century neo-evangelicals that did not pass through the 
fundamentalist movement (David Bebbington, “Not So Exceptional After All: American Evangelicals 
Reassessed,” Books and Culture, May/June 2007, 18). Bebbington is likely correct, thus it cannot be said 
that all evangelicals inherited their eschatological views from dispensational fundamentalism (though many 
of them did) and evangelical eschatology should certainly not be viewed as monolithically dispensational.  
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least as it was formulated for much of the twentieth-century, the kingdom of God was 

wholly spiritual and ahistorical – realized only in the human heart, the church, or in the 

post-mortem heavenly state.115 In either case, the result was the same: the kingdom of 

God as a material or social reality was not something that could be worked toward in the 

present historical reality.  

The dispensational viewpoint became increasingly popular among evangelicals 

between the 1970s and early 2000s, especially through the influence of the Jesus People 

Movement, which had imbibed dispensational eschatology from their Pentecostal 

roots.116 It reached a peak in the 1990s – a time when many ECM leaders were coming of 

age – with the runaway success of the twelve-book Left Behind series of novels based on 

this theology, which ultimately sold over sixty million copies.117 While a Leadership 

Journal poll conducted in 2008 found that at that time only 37 percent of evangelical 

pastors surveyed believed the kingdom of God was solely a future reality in heaven 

(compared to 20 percent who said it was a present reality, and 33 percent who said it was 

                                                           
115 William E. Cox, Amillennialism Today (Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian & Ref0rmed Publishing, 

1966); Roger Olson, The Westminster Handbook to Evangelical Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox, 2004), 146-47. The amillennialist position did evolve later in the twentieth-century, in part 
through the influence of George Eldon Ladd’s inaugurated eschatology (described below), to include 
emphases on the coming fullness of the kingdom on earth, and the church’s role in working toward it in the 
present (cf. Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979); Kim 
Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism: Understanding the End Times (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003)). 

116 One of the best-selling books promoting dispensational eschatology throughout the 1970s and 
80s, The Late, Great Planet Earth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1970), had been written by Hal Lindsey, 
a Southern California Jesus People leader. See also, Larry Eskridge, God’s Forever Family: The Jesus 
People Movement in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 85-87. On the predominance of 
dispensationalism among Pentecostals, see Robert M. Anderson, Vision of the Disinherited: The Making of 
American Pentecostalism (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1979), 79-97.  

117 The first book in the series was Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, Left Behind: A Novel of the 
Earth’s Last Days (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 1995). On the significance of the Left Behind novels for 
American evangelicalism, see Glenn Shuck, Marks of the Beast: The Left Behind Novels and the Struggle 
for Evangelical Identity (New York: NYU Press, 2005). 
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both), ten years prior (just as the ECM was first emerging) 58 percent had believed it was 

a future reality (with only 9 percent believing it was present).118 This dispensational 

eschatology (as well as amillennialism) also presumed mainstream evangelical 

soteriology which emphasized the salvation of individual persons through personal faith 

in the atoning death of Christ on the cross, granting life in the kingdom after death. 

Within this framework, the idea of the missio Dei as the work of God extending the 

kingdom in the present world, made little sense. Thus, as Emerging Christians 

encountered such ideas, those who had been steeped in dispensational eschatology and 

evangelical soteriology had to re-evaluate their understandings of both the nature of the 

kingdom and of the gospel itself before they could determine what being an “agent of the 

kingdom” actually entailed.  This they would do especially with the help of two 

additional scholars: philosopher and Christian spirituality pioneer Dallas Willard, and 

New Testament scholar and Anglican Bishop of Durham, N.T. Wright. 

 
Dallas Willard’s Kingdom Discipleship 

 
After graduate work on Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology at both Baylor 

University and the University of Wisconsin, Dallas Willard spent nearly fifty years 

teaching philosophy at the University of Southern California until his death in 2013. As a 

philosophy teacher, he was known, among other things, for critiquing modernity’s failure 

to provide effective solutions to humanity’s individual and social woes – an emphasis 

that would later increase his appeal to Emerging Christians making similar critiques.119 

                                                           
118 Lee, “Missional Shift or Drift?” According to the article, the survey included responses from 

700 evangelical pastors. The typical respondent was a white male pastor in his 50s, with an average church 
size of about 400 people, with about twenty years of pastoral experience. 

119 Christine A. Scheller, “‘Divine Conspirator’ Dallas Willard Dies at 77,” Christianity Today, 
May 8, 2013, accessed January 23, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2006/september/27.45.html; 
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Willard was also an ordained Southern Baptist minister and a lay-leader among the 

Quakers, thus among evangelicals he was best known for his work on Christian 

spirituality, especially his promotion of a lifestyle of Christian discipleship supported by 

the practice of historic spiritual disciplines such as silence and solitude, prayer, simple 

living, study, meditation, and service to others.120 

Throughout his religious writings, but expressed most clearly in his 1997 volume 

The Divine Conspiracy, Willard argued that the Christian gospel was about more than the 

forgiveness of sins for salvation to a heavenly (or millennial) kingdom after death. This, 

he believed, was an anemic version of Christian teaching which he referred to as “the 

gospel of sin management.” Such a reduced gospel, Willard believed, fostered a 

consumeristic-attitude among Christians, who put their faith in Christ (and attended 

church) solely for the spiritual benefits to be passively received, without any 

corresponding willingness to actively follow after Christ as his disciples. These he 

colorfully named, “vampire Christians,” those who want a little of Jesus’ blood for their 

sins but nothing else.121 Instead, the good news of Christianity, as Willard understood it, 

was that fullness of life in the kingdom was available now, on a personal, social, and 

political level, through a lifestyle of discipleship in the ways of Jesus.122 Willard defined 

the kingdom of God as “the range of [God’s] effective will, where what he wants done is 

                                                           
Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1988), viii. 

120 Willard, Spirit of the Disciplines, ix. 

121 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1997), 41-50; Dallas Willard, “Why Bother With Discipleship?” Renovare Perspective 4, 
no. 4 (1995): 8-12. 

122 Willard, Divine Conspiracy, xvii, 1-33. 
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done” and thus realizable in the present through obedience to that will.123 The kingdom 

was thus not merely an inward spiritual reality for individuals or within the church, but 

neither was it solely social or political. Instead it encompassed both, as a present reality 

in all those parts of existence – physical, personal, ecclesial, social, political – where 

God’s will was already done, and an accessible and possible reality for all those parts 

where it was not yet done. The kingdom was “constantly in the midst of human life,” not 

something “to be ‘accepted’ now and enjoyed later, but something to be entered now” by 

apprenticing ourselves to a process of discipleship in the ways of Christ.124 Willard did 

not deny a more complete realization of the kingdom throughout all of existence, the 

“restoration of all things,” at the end of time. Nor did he deny belief in life after death. 

For Willard, however, these were but the natural extension and consummation of the 

same kind of kingdom life that had already begun for disciples of Christ in the present.125 

 
Ladd’s “Already/Not Yet” Kingdom 

In defining the kingdom of God as both a present and future reality, Willard built 

upon, but also went beyond, a growing consensus among evangelical scholars (though 

one not that had always trickled down among the evangelical rank-and-file) that the 

kingdom was indeed both already present but not yet fully realized. This “already/not 

yet” approach had been popularized among evangelicals by George Eldon Ladd, a 

                                                           
123 Ibid., 25. 

124 Ibid., 25-28. 

125 Ibid., 84-88, 375-400. 
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professor of biblical theology at Fuller Seminary from the 1950s through the 1970s.126 

Ladd himself had built upon the work of critical bible scholars like W. G. Kümmel and 

Oscar Cullman. These scholars developed an “inaugurated eschatology” as a third way 

between Albert Schweitzer’s thoroughly apocalyptic interpretation of the New Testament 

as (mistakenly) predicting an imminent end of the world and literal reign of Christ, and 

C. H. Dodd’s “realized eschatology” which argued that the kingdom of God was a 

transcendent spiritual reality that had broken into human reality through the ministry of 

Christ and the ongoing legacy of his teachings, and thus was already present in human 

affairs.127 By bringing the inaugurated eschatology of these critical scholars into 

conversation with evangelical biblical theology (an uncommon move among evangelicals 

at the time), Ladd attempted to bridge the divide between Reformed amillennialism’s 

“already” and dispensational premillennialism’s “not yet,” by suggesting the kingdom of 

God was already a present spiritual reality in the lives of believers, yet still awaiting 

further fulfillment in the future reign of Christ on earth.128  

Ladd was largely successful in this attempt to construct a new, unifying 

eschatology for a divided evangelicalism. His inaugurated eschatology has had enormous 

influence among evangelicals in recent decades, forming a wide consensus among many 

                                                           
126 George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom: Scriptural Studies in the Kingdom of God 

(Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 1959); A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1974). 

127 Ladd, Theology of the New Testament, 54-67. 

128 Russell Moore has pointed out that Ladd was not the first evangelical theologian to propose 
such a synthesis. Carl Henry had also suggested this “already/not yet” approach in his early works, which 
Ladd took up and developed with a thoroughgoing exegetical analysis of the New Testament (Russell D. 
Moore, The Kingdom of Christ: The New Evangelical Perspective (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004), 25-31). 
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scholars and church leaders.129 Ladd’s kingdom theology was most notably taken up by 

John Wimber and the Vineyard Movement, as well as Wimber’s mentor in church growth 

methods, C. Peter Wagner, an influence which may have played a role in the later 

openness to Ladd’s type of kingdom theology among ECM leaders coming out of 

churches and seminaries influenced by either Wimber or Wagner.130 Willard, however, 

while appreciating the nuance Ladd brought to premillennial eschatology, and agreeing 

with him about the future fullness of the kingdom yet to come, seemed to lean more 

heavily on C. H. Dodd’s belief that the kingdom “has come” already, as a present, 

accessible, and, most importantly, embodied reality.131 Whereas the “already” present 

kingdom for Ladd and many other evangelicals was still overwhelmingly defined in 

spiritual terms, as a presence within the minds and hearts of individual Christians 

conveying spiritual benefits which the believer receives (or, as Willard would put it, 

“consumes”), Willard insisted that the reign of God must be enacted through our bodily 

lives in the world – through our concrete, day-to-day actions, with the potential to bring 

our personal, social, and political spheres of life increasingly into conformity with God’s 

will.132  

 
 
 

                                                           
129 Moore, Kingdom of Christ, 36-39.  

130 Douglas R. Erickson, “The Kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit: Eschatology and 
Pneumatology in the Vineyard Movement” (PhD diss., Marquette Univeristy, 2015), 48-119; Bill Jackson, 
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Willard and the Spiritual Formation Movement 

Willard’s advocacy of the classical spiritual disciplines as the means to this 

concrete, bodily discipleship in the ways of the kingdom appealed to Emerging 

Christians, motivating their reclamation of ancient spiritual practices. It was influential 

among many other evangelicals as well. Willard had, in fact, been instrumental in 

inspiring and leading what became known as the “spiritual formation movement” (SFM) 

– a resurgence of interest in the classical spiritual disciplines for individual spirituality 

and Christian character development.133 The SFM is a broad and varied phenomenon 

developing over the past half-century and touching Christians from across the 

denominational spectrum.134 Among evangelicals, the SFM has involved a renewed 

interest in the historic Christian disciplines, and especially those associated with the early 

church, Eastern Orthodoxy, and medieval Catholicism.  

                                                           
133 Willard himself attributes the resurgence of interest in the spiritual disciplines to 1) the hunger 

for order coming out of the social chaos of the 1960s, 2) the growth of psychology bringing renewed 
popular and scholarly attention to the inner life and habits for character formation, 3) the diminishment of 
Christian sectarianism leading to a loss of, and corresponding hunger for, distinctive Christian practices 
(Willard, Spirit of the Disciplines, 19-23). While these are certainly correct, I would argue that the decline 
in sectarianism, especially via the growth of the ecumenical movement and aided by the new Catholic 
openness to “separated brethren” following Vatican II, also opened the door for Protestants to reclaim 
many of the practices and spiritual resources of historic Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy (cf. McLaren, 
New Kind of Christian, 117). Furthermore, the introduction of New Age and Eastern spiritualities during 
the 1960s, I would argue, also generated interest in Christian spiritual practices, especially those of a more 
mystical or contemplative character.  

134 Among mainline Protestants, spiritual formation has most recently been associated with the 
term “Christian practices,” pioneered especially by Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Dorothy C. Bass 
and Craig Dykstra, Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1997); Craig Dykstra, Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practices (Louisville, 
KY: Geneva, 1999); Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, eds., Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices 
in Christian Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002). For evangelicals, spiritual formation has roots in 
Pietism, Methodism, and especially the Holiness movement, which emphasized disciplines like daily prayer 
and bible reading, as well as small-group accountability (see Charles Edward White, The Beauty of 
Holiness: Phoebe Palmer as Theologian, Revivalist, Feminist, and Humanitarian (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock, 1986)). 
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The foremost pioneer in this reclamation of historic disciplines has been Richard 

Foster, an evangelical Quaker minister, spiritual writer, and professor in spiritual 

formation. Foster’s 1978 book Celebration of Discipline soon became a seminal text on 

spiritual formation among evangelicals, highlighting inward disciplines of meditation, 

prayer, fasting, and study, outward disciplines of simplicity, solitude, submission, and 

service, and corporate disciplines of confession, worship, guidance, and celebration.135 

Foster himself credits Dallas Willard, who was a lay leader at Foster’s first pastorate in 

southern California during the 1970s, as his inspiration and mentor in the spiritual 

disciplines.136 Foster asserts that Willard’s theology of kingdom discipleship as expressed 

in The Divine Conspiracy, which Willard had taught in adult Sunday School classes at 

Foster’s church, provided the theological foundation for his approach to the 

disciplines.137 In 1988 Foster founded Renovaré, an influential ministry dedicated to 

resourcing the church for spiritual formation by reclaiming practices from what they 

identify as the six historic traditions of Christianity – contemplative, holiness, 

charismatic, social justice, evangelical, and incarnational/sacramental.138 This attention to 

                                                           
135 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, Revised Edition 

(New York: Harper Collins, 1988). In 2000, Christianity Today magazine chose Celebration of Discipline 
as one of its top-ten “Books of the Century” alongside C.S. Lewis, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Karl Barth, J.R.R. 
Tolkien, John Howard Yoder, G.K. Chesterton, Thomas Merton, Oswald Chambers, and Reinhold 
Niebhuhr (“Books of the Century,” Christianity Today, April 24, 2000, accessed January 25, 2017, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2000/april24/5.92.html). 

136 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, vi; Mark Galli and Richard Foster, “A Life Formed in the 
Spirit,” Christianity Today, September 17, 2008, accessed January 25, 2017, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/september/26.41.html. 

137 Richard Foster, “How Dallas Willard Befriended Rookie Pastor Richard Foster,” Christianity 
Today, May 9, 2013, accessed January 25, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/may-web-
only/how-dallas-willard-befriended-rookie-pastor.html. 

138 Richard J. Foster, Streams of Living Water: Celebrating the Great Traditions of Christian Faith 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1998); Renovaré website, accessed January 25, 2017, https://renovare.org/. 
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more historic forms of spirituality led many, both within the ECM and evangelicalism 

more broadly, to explore traditions of Christian mysticism and contemplative prayer, 

drawing from ancient and medieval writers like Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, 

Brother Lawrence, Ignatius of Loyola, Julian of Norwich, Thomas á Kempis, and Meister 

Eckhart, as well as more contemporary influences like Thomas Merton, Frederick 

Buechner, Henri Nouwen, Cynthia Bourgeault, Eugene Peterson, Phyllis Tickle, and 

Richard Rohr.139 The SFM was also soon embraced by the newly-developing discipline 

of Christian psychology which promoted spiritual disciplines as therapeutic practices for 

emotional health, and by Christian educators, who believed it offered fundamental 

reorientation of their discipline from knowledge transmission to character 

development.140 The influence of these books, thinkers, and educators spread the SFM 

widely throughout American evangelicalism during the 1990s and 2000s. 

 
Willard’s Influence on the ECM 

The rise to prominence of the Spiritual Formation Movement sparked by Willard 

and Foster also coincides with the birth of the ECM. ECM leaders were introduced to the 

SFM through their studies at seminary or Christian colleges, or through their personal 

reading, and many others were introduced to it via their contact with Willard himself. 

This influence is especially reflected in the attention to ancient spiritual practices and 

                                                           
139 See, for instance, the extensive variety of book recommendations by these and other authors on 

the Renovaré website, https://renovare.org/books (accessed January 25, 2017). 

140 Gary Black, Jr. The Theology of Dallas Willard: Discovering Protoevangelical Faith (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 41. See, for instance, Kenneth O. Gangel and James C. Wilhoit, eds., The 
Christian Educator’s Handbook of Spiritual Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994); Gary W. Moon 
and David G. Benner, eds., Spiritual Direction and the Care of Souls: A Guide to Christian Approaches 
and Practices (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004); John Ortberg, The Life You’ve Always Wanted: 
Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997); Peter Scazzero, 
Emotionally Healthy Spirituality (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006). 
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spiritual formation found in many ECM texts.141 The grounding of such practices in 

Willard’s theology of kingdom discipleship represents a step beyond their initial interest 

in ancient practices, explored in the previous chapter, which focused primarily on their 

potential appeal to postmodern generations who were presumed to be looking for more 

holistic and embodied forms of spirituality. Now, with Willard’s help, these ancient-

future approaches were also able to be integrated into a more thoroughgoing theology of 

kingdom discipleship for the missio Dei.  

The Emerging Church Movement was in conversation with Dallas Willard’s 

work, and with Willard himself directly, from very early on. The Divine Conspiracy came 

out in 1997, the same year that YLN began to refocus from generational ministry to 

postmodernism and missional theology, and his work soon entered their conversations. In 

2001, Willard himself was the featured scholar, along with Nancey Murphy, at the first 

official “Theological Conversation,” then still under the auspices of Terranova.142 In 

2003 Willard also led a day-long Critical Concerns Course and spoke from the mainstage 

at the first Emergent Convention.143 Many of the movement’s key leaders have since 

cited him as one of their most formative influences. In the endnotes to one of his most 

                                                           
141 Tony Jones, The Sacred Way: Spiritual Practices for Everyday Life (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2005); Mike King, Presence-Centered Youth Ministry: Guiding Students into Spiritual 
Formation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006); McLaren, Church on the Other Side, 59-60; Brian 
McLaren, Finding Our Way Again: The Return of the Ancient Practices (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008); 
Karen Sloan, Flirting With Monasticism: Finding God on Ancient Paths (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2006); Pagitt, Church Re-imagined; Phyllis Tickle, The Divine Hours: A Manual for Prayer, 3 Vols. 
(New York: Doubleday, 2000-2001). 

142 Danielle Shroyer, “The Emergent Village Theological Conversation: A Brief History,” 
Danielle Shroyer (blog), September 2, 2010, accessed February 8, 2017, http://danielleshroyer.com/the-
emergent-village-theological-conversation-a-brief-history/. 

143 “2003 Emergent Convention Full Schedule – February 25 – March 1,” Emergent Convention, 
accessed February 8, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20030422234948/http://emergentconvention.com 
/2003/schedule /full.php?printIt=yes. 
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pivotal chapters in A New Kind of Christian, Brian McLaren thanks Dallas Willard “for 

guiding so many of us deeper and higher into the kingdom of God/kingdom of 

heaven.”144 The version of the gospel that McLaren presents in that chapter is straight out 

of Willard’s Divine Conspiracy: “the kingdom of heaven has arrived! It’s near, here, at 

hand, among you! It’s not just about after you die; it’s about here, now, in this life!... It’s 

a kingdom that transcends all earthbound geography, all human borders. It surrounds us 

like air, the wind; it’s unseen but real.”145  

The appendix to Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger’s Emerging Churches offers 

stories from some of the “so many” others mentioned by McLaren that were also guided 

by Willard’s kingdom theology. McLaren himself speaks there of getting to know 

Willard personally through Todd Hunter, national director of the Vineyard Association at 

the time.146 Hunter, for his part, says that as he began engaging more extensively both 

with Willard’s work and that of the missional theologians during his time as national 

director, he realized that “We got the gospel wrong; we were living in the wrong story. 

We were telling the story of modernity and Baby Boomer aspirations rather than the 

radical message of the kingdom.”147 Since then, Hunter said, he had been able to mentor 

over one hundred leaders in these new, missional ways of the kingdom. Two such leaders 

were Randy Buist and Joel McClure who were planting a church in west Michigan. Buist 

had already been thoroughly exposed to missional theology as a student at Calvin 

                                                           
144 McLaren, New Kind of Christian,169.  

145 Ibid., 107. 

146 Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 285. 

147 Quoted in Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 49, 274. 
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Theological Seminary in the early 1990s where he attended several classes on “Gospel 

and Culture” and “Mission of God” with Craig Van Gelder, through which he read 

deeply from Bosch, Newbigin, Hunsberger, Hauerwas, and Willimon, and was also 

invited to attend several of the early GOCN consultations.148 Building on these missional 

influences, Hunter introduced Buist and McClure to Dallas Willard’s writings, inspiring 

them to plant a community focused on missional discipleship rather than a seeker 

church.149 Hunter also connected them with Emergent, with which Buist especially got 

closely involved, eventually starting a West Michigan Emergent Cohort and helping to 

organize numerous Emergent events over subsequent years.150 

Perhaps the most dramatic story of Willard’s influence was that of Dieter Zander, 

who, as was seen in Chapter Two, had planted one of the earliest and most successful 

Gen X churches in the nation, and was instrumental in the early formation of the Young 

Leaders Network. However, in 1997, shortly after launching Axis, Willow Creek’s 

attempt at doing Gen X ministry, he read an early manuscript of The Divine Conspiracy 

which he says “changed my life… as profound an experience as when I first came to 

Christ.”151 He felt as if his entire life before he “had been abducted by an alien gospel.”152 

The shift to Willard’s gospel as an “invitation into kingdom life” would soon lead Zander 

and his wife to leave Willow Creek and move to San Francisco to “form communities of 

                                                           
148 Randy Buist, email message to author, January 22, 2017. Reflecting on these influences a 

quarter of a century later, Buist reported feeling “astounded at the depth of how much this theology is still 
the heart of my being.” 

149 Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 282-83. 

150 Randy Buist, email message to author, January 22, 2017. 

151 Quoted in Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 326. 

152 Ibid., 55.  
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people that produce apprentices of Jesus.”153 There he met another young church planter, 

Mark Scandrette, and together they began ReIMAGINE!, a small collective of ministers 

and missionaries dedicated to experimenting with new, more missional and incarnational 

ways of doing ministry in a local context. As part of this effort they connected with 

Willard himself, who, they say, helped them wrestle with the meaning of the gospel in 

their context.154 As they began to explore answers to this question, Scandrette recalls 

their project gaining much attention and being invited to consult with fellow Emerging 

leaders around the country about the insights they were learning.155 Scandrette, who had 

also connected with YLN/Terranova around this time, would go on to become another 

influential leader in Emergent Village in the years to come. Zander would go on to work 

with Quest, a church the Bay Area that had structured itself specifically around a 

commitment to missional community – hosting five smaller community groups weekly 

that all gathered twice a month for corporate worship, and once a month for 

neighborhood service.156 Through Emerging leaders like Zander and Scandrette, Buist 

and McClure, Hunter, McLaren, and others, Willard’s understanding of the gospel as 

                                                           
153 Ibid., 55, 326; Dieter and Valerie Zander, “The Evolution of Gen X Ministry,” Re:Generation 

Quarterly 5, no. 3 (Fall 1999): 16-19. 

154 Ibid., 327; Mark Scandrette, Practicing the Way of Jesus: Life Together in the Kingdom of Love 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2011), 15. 

155 Mark Scandrette, interview by author, October 28, 2016. Scandrette now plays down the 
significance of their efforts, suggesting that much of the attention ReIMAGINE! garnered was simply by 
virtue of being located in San Francisco, which others perceived as a hub of cutting-edge culture, thereby 
leading to the assumption that ReIMAGINE! must have been doing cutting-edge ministry. Regardless, the 
attention they did receive, whether justified or not, did enable them to pass along Willard’s insights about 
kingdom discipleship and missional ministry to many other church leaders at the time.  

156 Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 55. 
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communal discipleship for the sake of the kingdom would soon become ubiquitous 

through the ECM.157 

Willard’s theology of kingdom discipleship appealed to the early Emerging 

leaders because it answered the questions raised by missional ecclesiology: what is 

kingdom of God, and, even more fundamentally, what is the gospel? Willard’s vision 

gave them a compelling, constructive, and theologically coherent alternative to traditional 

evangelical formulations of the gospel, which they felt were overly individualistic and 

disconnected from daily living, and to dispensational eschatology, which to them 

promoted an escapist attitude toward the present world that hampered missional attempts 

to address any number of pressing social concerns. By embracing Willard’s alternative 

vision, their participation in the missio Dei on behalf of the kingdom of God for the good 

of the world was able to take on specific shape and meaning. 

Furthermore, Willard’s critique of the consumeristic nature of “vampire 

Christianity” provided Emerging leaders a new lens through which to understand their 

own growing dissatisfaction with the attractional, consumeristic approaches of new 

paradigm seeker churches. The problem was not just with their methods but with their 

message. In their Willard-informed view, a consumeristic definition of the gospel, 

denuded of any serious call to Christian discipleship or mission in the kingdom, had 

produced consumer churches, concerned only with achieving rapid growth by offering 

                                                           
157 Other examples of ECM leaders who have been influenced by Willard include Rob Bell (Rob 

Bell, Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 190-91), Joe 
Boyd (Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 247-48), Troy Bronsink (Pagitt and Jones, Emergent 
Manifesto of Hope, 310), Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw (Claiborne and Haw, Jesus for President, 166), 
Alan Hirsch (Hirsch, ReJesus, 51), Tony Jones (Jones, Postmodern Youth Ministry, 121), Dan Kimball 
(Kimball, Emerging Church, 203, 223), Doug Pagitt (Pagitt, A Christianity Worth Believing, 156), Danielle 
Shroyer (Shroyer, “Emergent Village Theological Conversation”), Dave Tomlinson (Dave Tomlinson, The 
Post-Evangelical, Revised North American Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 11-13). 
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“cheap grace” and tinkering with worship styles and forms of ministry to offer ever more 

attractive “religious goods and services.” But, as Mark Scandrette would later realize, 

“We got the questions wrong. We started out thinking about what form the church should 

take, as opposed to what the life of Jesus means in this time and place. Now instead of 

being preoccupied with new forms of church, we focus on seeking the kingdom as the 

people of God.”158  

Scandrette’s observation, in reference to the kind of programmatic, church-growth 

oriented concerns of the new paradigm approach, highlights the practical implications of 

the theological shift being made by the ECM under Willard’s influence. This does not 

mean, however, that Scandrette or others in the ECM were now wholly unconcerned with 

changing the forms of church – the structures and patterns of institutional or communal 

life – for the sake of ministry. They continued to engage with such questions eagerly, 

sometimes reshaping their churches and ministries drastically for the sake of kingdom 

mission and kingdom discipleship. Rather, Scandrette’s statement illustrates that the 

reason behind such innovation had shifted dramatically. Now, instead of asking what 

forms of church would best attract large numbers of new members, they were asking 

what forms of communal life were most conducive to discipleship in the ways of Jesus 

and mission on behalf of God’s kingdom in the world.159  

 
N.T Wright’s Counter-Imperial Kingdom 

 
Though Willard’s impact on the early ECM is enormously significant, his 

theology of kingdom discipleship did not answer every question these early post-
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evangelical leaders had about the practical implications of understanding the church in 

light of the missio Dei. Specifically lacking was a clear vision for the social and political 

implications of life in the kingdom. Such questions would become increasingly pressing 

in the new millennium as global events following September 11, 2001 would force them 

to consider the relationship of the kingdom of God to the political, economic, and social 

powers of this world. Though Willard taught that the kingdom of God encompassed all 

such spheres of human existence, and that kingdom discipleship would thus certainly 

have social and political ramifications, his emphasis was nonetheless primarily on 

individual issues of personal discipleship. In line with the conservative evangelical 

tradition of political theology (see Chapter Four), Willard believed that evil, even 

structural social evil, was dependent for its force primarily on evil choices made by 

individual human beings, and thus that social change would come about primarily 

through the influence of spiritually formed individuals.160  

Emerging Christians, however, were already learning from neo-Anabaptists like 

Yoder, Hauerwas, and Willimon, and from postmodern post-structuralist philosophers (as 

well as an earlier generation of progressive evangelical leaders and third-world 

theologians – see Chapter Four), to understand both social and personal evils as 

inseparably intertwined, requiring solutions on multiple levels.161 However, while these 

                                                           
160 Willard, Spirit of the Disciplines, 220-50. 

161 Regarding postmodern philosophy, Gary Black points out that many in the ECM also differed 
with Willard in their regard for thinkers such as Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard and others. Willard, as a 
phenomenological realist, rejected these postmodern epistemologies and cautioned against their use (Gary 
Black, Jr. The Theology of Dallas Willard: Discovering Protoevangelical Faith (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
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instance, recalls an exchange with Willard at the Terranova Theological Conversation in 2001, in which 
Willard told him, in front of the group (which included most of the early leadership of Emergent), “Be 
careful, you don’t want to get comfortable with post-modern thought. It is anti-Christian.” To which Cecil 
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thinkers had been able to provide a theological framework through which to begin 

unpacking the social and political implications of the kingdom, Emerging Christians still 

lacked a biblical hermeneutic that would help them make sense of these questions in light 

of scriptural teachings. As evangelicals and post-evangelicals still holding a high view of 

biblical authority, such a hermeneutic was essential for giving the movement’s newly 

acquired kingdom theology credibility both to their own minds and within the broader 

evangelical world. If a theological perspective could not be shown to be “biblical” it 

could not be accepted. For this, they would turn to the work of (now retired) Anglican 

Bishop and New Testament-scholar N. T. Wright. Wright would speak to both of these 

needs, providing a thorough, biblically-grounded understanding of the kingdom of God 

and of the missional church as a politically-significant, counter-imperial social reality. 

 
Wright’s New Perspective on the Gospel 

As a former Bishop in the Church of England, a highly-respected British 

evangelical theologian (with multiple degrees at Oxford) who is nonetheless deeply 

conversant with the critical tradition of biblical scholarship, and, more recently, a major 

figure of influence among North American evangelicals and especially within the ECM, 

N. T. Wright straddles many worlds.162 This perhaps explains part of Wright’s appeal to 

                                                           
responded, “I’m much more comfortable with post-modern thought than you are, and I don’t find it anti-
Christian at all. In fact, I’m finding just the opposite” (Brad Cecil, email message to author, December 7, 
2016). Regardless of any epistemological differences, however, Emerging Christians have still found 
Willard’s articulation of kingdom discipleship to be an immensely valuable contribution to their overall 
discourse. 

162 As examples of Wright’s diverse range of interlocutors, note that he and his work were the 
focus of Wheaton College’s annual theology conference in 2010 (essays collected in Nicholas Perrin and 
Richard B. Hays, eds., Jesus, Paul, and the People of God: A Theological Dialogue with N. T. Wright 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2011), and he has written an entire book responding to disagreements 
over the doctrine of justification by Neo-Reformed pastor John Piper (N. T. Wright, Justification: God’s 
Plan and Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009), but that he also has published books in 
which he debates the historical Jesus and the theology of the resurrection with liberal critical scholars 
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Emerging Christians, who likewise have sought to bring their evangelical roots into 

conversation with a wider tradition of Christian thought.163 What they have found most 

useful in Wright’s voluminous body of work is his interpretation of the New Testament in 

light of its biblical context within the story of Israel, and its historical context within first-

century Palestinian Judaism under the Roman Empire.164 Wright stands here within a 

developing trend in historical Jesus scholarship known alternatively as the “third quest” 

for Jesus or the “New Perspective,” which, in short, disputes the atomistic methods of the 

Jesus Seminar’s “New Quest” and instead offers a reconstruction of Jesus that, in the 

tradition of Albert Schweitzer, places him thoroughly within the tradition of Jewish 

apocalyptic eschatology. Contra Schweitzer, however, they understood Jewish 

apocalyptic to refer not to the end of the world, but the end of a historical epoch and the 

inauguration of a new social, political, and spiritual order within human history.165  

                                                           
Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan (Marcus Borg and N. T. Wright, The Meaning of Jesus: Two 
Visions (New York: Harper Collins, 1999); Robert B. Stewart, ed., The Resurrection of Jesus: John 
Dominic Crossan and N. T. Wright in Dialogue (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2006)). 

163 Jeremy Begbie has offered an excellent and thorough analysis of the points in Wright’s 
theology that are most attractive to the ECM (Jeremy S. Begbie, “The Shape of Things to Come? Wright 
Amidst Emerging Ecclesiologies,” in Perrin and Hays, Jesus, Paul, and the People of God, 183-210). Much 
of my summary of Wright’s theology and its relevance for the ECM is based on Begbie’s work. 

164 Wright’s most extensive scholarly work can be found in four dense volumes: The New 
Testament and the People of God: Christian Origins and the Question of God, Volume 1 (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992); Jesus and the Victory of God: Christian Origins and the Question of God, Volume 2  
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996); The Resurrection of the Son of God: Christian Origins and the Question of 
God, Volume 3 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003); and Paul and the Faithfulness of God: Parts 1 and II 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2013). Wright has also produced numerous less-academic books aimed 
at communicating his ideas to lay people and clergy, including an 18-volume New Testament for Everyone 
series of bible commentaries (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011). Among these more popular 
works, the ones mentioned most often as influential among ECM leaders include What Saint Paul Really 
Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), The 
Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), The 
Last Word: Beyond the Bible Wars to a New Understanding of the Authority of Scripture (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2005), and Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the 
Church (New York: Harper Collins, 2008). 

165 Wright, The Challenge of Jesus, 28-30; James D. G. Dunn, A New Perspective on Jesus: What 
the Quest for the Historical Jesus Missed (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005). This New Perspective on Jesus 
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Using this New Perspective approach, Wright redefines the gospel from the 

popular evangelical understanding of individual salvation through personal faith to 

postmortem heavenly reward, to an understanding that puts the kingdom of God and the 

church as the community of the kingdom front and center. As Jeremie Begbie 

summarizes: “Wright charts the manner in which God, beginning with Abraham, 

covenants to himself a community to undo Adam’s sin and renew the human race as 

God’s image-bearers in creation; a community called to be in and for the world to gather 

up the praises of creation toward God, and share the wise and loving rule of God toward 

the world.”166 Wright understands Jesus as Messiah to be the representative Israelite who 

fulfills the covenant in a way that Israel as a nation was unable to do, suffering and dying 

on their behalf, thus releasing Israel from exile.167 This release makes possible a renewed 

                                                           
is also deeply intertwined with what is known as the New Perspective on Paul, a trend within Pauline 
scholarship to which Wright has also been a key contributor. As with the New Perspective on Jesus, Wright 
sees the New Perspective on Paul as a return to Schweitzer’s attempt to place Paul within his first-century 
Jewish context, a hermeneutic that runs contrary both to Reformation Protestant theology which opposed 
Paul’s gospel of grace with the Jewish Law, and to the existential interpretation of Rudolf Bultmann which 
cast Paul as a Hellenist who abandoned Jewish apocalyptic hopes for the timeless categories of Greek 
thought. Wright traces the origins and development of the New Perspective through Pauline scholars like 
W. D. Davies, Ernst Käsemann, Ed P. Sanders, and James D.G. Dunn. The fundamental claims developed 
by these various New Perspective scholars is that (1) Paul is a Jewish, not a Hellenistic thinker, (2) that 
Judaism is also a religion of covenantal grace, not proto-Pelagian works righteousness, and (3) that Paul 
was opposing the gospel of Jesus as the Jewish Messiah instead to the political and religious powers of this 
world (including both the Roman Empire and Second Temple Jewish authorities), and to an exclusive 
ethnic nationalist interpretation of Judaism that would exclude the participation of Gentiles in the covenant 
of Israel (Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 12-20; N. T. Wright, “New Perspectives on Paul,” 
NTWrightPage, accessed January 26, 2017, http://ntwrightpage.com/2016/07/12/new-perspectives-on-
paul/; Mark M. Mattison, “A Summary of the New Perspective on Paul,” The Paul Page, October 16, 2009, 
accessed January 26, 2017, http://www.thepaulpage.com/a-summary-of-the-new-perspective-on-paul/). It 
should be noted that Emergent Village engaged substantially with contemporary Pauline scholarship at 
their 2008 Emergent Theological Conversation in Kansas City on “Reclaiming Paul,” which hosted 
workshops facilitated by Emerging church practitioners in conversation with ten New Testament scholars 
(“Paul & the Church,” Reclaiming Paul (blog), June 18, 2008, accessed February 8, 2017, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20080826073429 /http://www.reclaimingpaul.org/?p=1). 

166 Begbie, “Shape of Things to Come?,” 188. 

167 Wright argues, somewhat controversially, that, in the minds of first-century Jews, the exile had 
not ended with their return from Babylon, but instead continued through their ongoing oppression under 
foreign powers. 
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community, a reconstituted Israel formed in the likeness of the crucified Christ, through 

whom God’s kingdom of renewed and liberated humanity can begin to be enacted in the 

world. “The key thing,” in Wright’s words, “was that the inbreaking kingdom Jesus was 

announcing created a new world, a new context, and he was challenging his hearers to 

become the new people that this new context demanded, the citizens of this new world. 

He was offering a challenge to his contemporaries to a way of life, a way of forgiveness 

and prayer, a way of jubilee, which they could practice in their own villages, right where 

they were.”168 In other words, God is at work putting to rights all that has gone wrong in 

the world, and God does so in and through the church, as it lives into the kingdom ways 

of Jesus.169  

Wright understands this mission to be both cosmic and particular, involving the 

rescue of all creation from corruption, death, and decay, but also involving individual 

humans and all of human society as well.170 Thus, for Wright, the kingdom of God (and 

the mission of the church on behalf of that kingdom) is both physical – being realized in 

this material space-time creation through human actions and human relationships – and 

political – proclaiming Christ’s lordship over all existing powers and principalities. These 

“powers and principalities” Wright understands, first and foremost, as actual human 

realities, systems of political and social power, though these were also, in keeping with 

ancient near eastern (and Roman) ways of thinking, intimately intertwined with elemental 

spiritual forces and pagan religious beliefs (thus, for instance, the Roman assertion that 
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Caesar was both “lord and god”).171 This political dimension of the kingdom, he believes, 

is intrinsic to the confession of the New Testament Christians that “Jesus is Lord.” As 

Wright is fond of saying, “If Jesus is Lord, then Caesar is not.”172  

Early Christianity was thus, in Wright’s thinking, fundamentally counter-imperial, 

a “Jewish-style movement designed to establish the rule of God in the world,” publicly 

and tangibly, not as an internal spiritual experience, but as a new polis, a visible 

community with a new set of power relationships in contrast to the systems of this world, 

functioning as a “sign, instrument, and foretaste” of the world to come.173 And just as the 

early church lived this alternative social order with King Jesus as Lord, in contrast to the 

Roman systems of domination – patres familias over women and children, masters over 

their slaves, and the emperor as lord and god over all – so must the church today continue 

to live as an alternative society to our current “imperial” systems of war, sex, money, and 

power, announcing in word and deed “that Jesus is the true Lord of the world.”174 This, 

for Wright, was not an approach of social withdrawal, existing separate from the world in 

quiet protest. Instead he encouraged the church (both corporately and as individual 

Christians) to engage with the material lives of people and with the political life of 

society for the sake of the kingdom, helping single mothers, organizing credit unions for 

the poor, campaigning for better housing, for rehab centers, for debt relief, for safe roads, 

                                                           
171 Ibid., 43-44. Wright’s views on the powers are very similar to those developed most thoroughly 

by progressive bible scholar Walter Wink in Naming the Powers: The Language of Power in the New 
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on Wink’s work themselves in understanding the relationship between spiritual and political powers, and 
the implications for the church’s response to the powers in our own contemporary world. 

172 Wright, Challenge of Jesus, 131, 187. 

173 Ibid., 131-33; Begbie, “Shape of Things to Come?,” 195. 

174 Wright, Challenge of Jesus, 172, 187. 



192 
 

and in a thousand other practical ways to extend God’s sovereign rule to “hard, concrete 

reality.”175 However, he also insisted that this mission, following in the way of Christ, 

must be cruciform, extending the reign of God not through violent domination, but 

through self-sacrificial, non-violent love and a willingness to identify with the 

marginalized, the outcast, the confused, and the suffering.176  

 
Wright’s Influence on the ECM 

Emerging Christians engaged eagerly with Wright’s work, gaining from it a 

deeply-rooted biblical theology to support their evolving understanding of the missio Dei, 

discipleship in the kingdom of God, and the church as counter-imperial contrast 

community in the world, engaged in the work of social transformation without 

succumbing to temptations of political domination. Two Emerging leaders from Britain, 

Steve Chalke and Alan Mann, were among the first to translate and popularize Wright’s 

theology for the ECM with their 2003 book, The Lost Message of Jesus, which they also 

brought into conversation with the work of Lesslie Newbigin, Dallas Willard, Brian 

McLaren, and others.177 Brian McLaren would attempt something very like this himself 

in 2006 with his book (of similar title), The Secret Message of Jesus, building on 

Wright’s work to describe Jesus’ message of the kingdom within its own historical and 

                                                           
175 Wright, Surprised by Hope, 264-70. 

176 Wright, Challenge of Jesus, 188-90. Wright compares each of these alternatives to various 
groups in first-century Palestine with whom Jesus’ approach was likewise contrasted: the collaborating 
Herodians and Saducees, the separatist/quietist Essenes, the violent revolutionary Zealots, and the socially 
exclusionary Pharisees (Challenge of Jesus, 34-43). 

177 Steve Chalke and Alan Mann, The Lost Message of Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2003). 
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textual context, and then applying this message to present day challenges.178 ECM pastor 

Rob Bell also functioned as an influential translator of Wright’s historically grounded 

biblical theology. Bell’s sermons were known for a constant concern to understand 

biblical texts within their Jewish context, for which he often drew upon Wright’s work. 

The impact of these sermons reached beyond the ten thousand members of his church in 

Grand Rapids, Michigan (a hub of evangelical influence given the proximity of both 

Calvin College and Hope College, as well as several large evangelical publishing 

houses), to upwards of forty to fifty-thousand more worldwide every week through 

downloads from his church’s website.179 Even beyond ECM leaders, these ideas seemed 

to take hold in ways that affected both the preaching and ministry of the church. The 

same 2008 Leadership Journal study cited earlier that found that 53 percent of 

evangelical pastors believed the kingdom of God was in some sense a present reality also 

found that pastors had increasingly adopted more a holistic understanding of the gospel 

and the ministry of the church (emphasizing personal, congregational, and social 

transformation), were focusing more on spiritual formation and discipleship as a way of 

life, and were preaching more from the gospels than from the epistles (interpreted by this 

                                                           
178 Brian McLaren, The Secret Message of Jesus: Uncovering the Truth that Could Change 

Everything (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006). In a later work, McLaren would credit several other 
scholars, along with Wright, with helping him better understand the gospel in terms of the kingdom of God. 
These included Martin Luther King, Jr., Steve Chalke, Dallas Willard, John Dominic Crossan, Marcus 
Borg, John Howard Yoder, Ched Meyers, Jacques Ellul, and William Herzog. In relation to the political 
implications of the kingdom, he especially emphasizes Wright’s influence, as well as Crossan’s and Borg’s 
(Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions that Are Transforming the Faith (New York: 
HarperOne, 2010), 275). McLaren also relies heavily on the work of Walter Wink, a progressive Bible 
scholar known for his work on the “myth of redemptive violence” and his exegesis of “the powers” in the 
New Testament, by which Wink meant something very similar to Wright’s own view of social, cultural, 
and political structures as both human and supra-human realities that are currently opposed to God’s reign, 
but potentially redeemable (Walter Wink, The Powers that Be: Theology for a New Millennium (New 
York: Doubleday, 1998)). 

179 James K. Wellman, Jr., Rob Bell and A New American Christianity (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2012), 6, 133-35. 
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study as a shift away from more individualistic theologies of justification based on 

Pauline writings toward a more missional emphasis on the kingdom of God as found in 

the gospels).180 If such trends were common even among mainstream evangelical 

churches by 2008, they were certainly even more prevalent among Emerging 

congregations who had been even more deeply engaged with and sympathetic toward the 

thought of Wright, Willard, and others promoting this socially engaged form of kingdom 

discipleship.181  

Wright’s political interpretation of the kingdom of God standing against the 

violent and oppressive systems of the world would prove especially important for the 

ECM as it began to reconsider traditional evangelical social concerns and political 

theologies in light of global political and economic developments during the first decade 

of the twenty-first century – the war on terror and the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and 

Iraq, growing concerns around climate change, the Great Recession and increased 

attention to income inequalities, and more. McLaren’s 2007 book Everything Must 

Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution of Hope, for instance, built on the 

Wright-influenced foundation laid in The Secret Message to apply Jesus’ gospel of the 

kingdom to problems of militarism, economic injustice, and environmental destruction.182 

Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat’s 2004 book Colossians Remixed: Subverting the 

Empire took a highly creative approach, utilizing an exegesis of Colossians heavily 

                                                           
180 Helen Lee, “Missional Shift or Drift?,” Leadership Journal (Fall 2008), accessed January 22, 

2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2008/fall/7.23.html.  

181 In fleshing out these shifts, the article in fact interviewed several influential Emerging 
evangelical pastors, including David Fitch of Life on the Vine in suburban Chicago and Eugene Cho of 
Quest Church in Seattle.  

182 Brian McLaren, Everything Must Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution of Hope 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007). 
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informed by their friendship and scholarly collaboration with Wright, to comment on 

possibilities for Christian resistance to contemporary “thrones, dominions, authorities, 

and powers” (Colossians 1:16) which they identify primarily with the “empire” of global 

consumer capitalism.183 Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw would explore similar themes, 

suggesting the formation of alternative “new monastic” communities of resistance in the 

“abandoned places of empire” in their 2008 book Jesus for President: Politics for 

Ordinary Radicals, drawing from Wright (among other sources) to emphasize the 

alternative allegiance Christians must hold to Jesus’ kingdom over and against the 

political powers of this world. And Julie Clawson, whose Emerging house church leaned 

heavily on Wright’s New Testament commentaries for their two-year study of Luke and 

Acts, would employ Wright’s perspective on Jesus’ revolutionary kingdom in her 2009 

book Everyday Justice, exploring the social justice implications of everyday lifestyle 

choices, and again in her 2012 book, The Hunger Games and the Gospel: Bread, 

Circuses, and the Kingdom of God, which used the popular young adult book series as a 

frame for understanding the gospel’s opposition to similarly violent and exploitative 

systems in our own world.184 Through each of these works and many more, N. T. 

Wright’s biblical theology of the kingdom as a tangible, practical, counter-imperial 

reality, informed and shaped the evolving discourse of the ECM. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
183 Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat, Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004). 

184 Julie Clawson, Everyday Justice: The Global Impact of Our Daily Choices (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity, 2009), The Hunger Games and the Gospel (Englewood, CO: Patheos, 2012). 
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Reshaping the Church for Mission in the Kingdom 
 

Given such provocative discourse around missional ecclesiology, kingdom 

discipleship, and counter-imperial social action, how did Emerging church leaders apply 

these new theological insights to the practices and structures of their faith communities? 

The previous chapter has described already ways in which Emerging churches 

reimagined their corporate spiritual practices – whether reclaimed ancient practices, 

radically creative innovations, or the fusion of both “sacred” and “secular” elements – to 

be more missionally contextual within a postmodern culture. This eagerness to innovate 

based on culturally contextual factors was frequently criticized by others as merely a 

shallow attempt to update ministry styles to be more hip, cool, and relevant within the 

frame of the new paradigm’s “attractional church” model, which some feared would risk 

opening the gospel to potential cultural corruption.185 While this may have been true in 

the early stages of the conversation as the movement emerged out of its new paradigm 

roots (and may have remained the focus for some), the introduction of missional 

ecclesiology and kingdom theology in the late-1990s and early-2000s radically reoriented 

the discourse around ministry methodologies for most within the ECM. These Emerging 

Christians came to embrace very different reasons for their culturally contextual 

innovations. They experimented with new practices, new ministries, and new forms of 

ecclesial organization, not out of a desire for attractional church growth through the 

development of more desirable religious “consumer products,” but because they 

understood “being missional” to mean embodying the gospel in ways that would make 

                                                           
185 See, for instance, Brett McCraken, Hipster Christianity: When Church and Cool Collide 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010), 133-46.  
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sense within a concrete cultural setting, and looking to see where God’s Spirit was 

already at work in those settings.186 In other words, by entering into genuine relationship 

with the people and communities around them, learning to speak their language and 

understand their ways of thinking, they would be able to bear more effective witness to 

the reign and presence of God within those communities, and be better equipped to help 

form themselves and others as apprentices of Jesus living within those cultures. This 

approach they described as “incarnational ministry” – just as Jesus took on flesh within a 

particular time and place and culture, missional Christians do the same within their own 

local contexts.187 

Other streams within the missional church conversation had sometimes tended to 

downplay the degree of practical or structural change needed for churches to transition to 

a missional orientation. A section on ecclesial practices in Missional Church, for 

instance, asserted that “Within the life of the church we do not construct our own 

ecclesial practices. We do not have to reinvent the wheel. We learn the patterns of faith, 

the practices of the church, from those who have learned and practiced them before us. 

We participate in a received tradition.”188 Some seemed to imply that what primarily was 

needed is simply a conceptual shift – get the theology right and effective mission will 

follow. Emerging leaders challenged this, insisting that theology, practice, and structure 

were all inseparably intertwined – shifting one will necessarily require shifts in the 

                                                           
186 Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 118-22; Guder, Missional Church, 11; Tony Jones, Postmodern 

Youth Ministry, 68-79. 

187 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 94. 

188 Guder, Missional Church, 154. 
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rest.189  They further questioned whether church practices and structures inherited from 

and shaped by an imperialistic modern Christendom might themselves be an obstacle to a 

truly counter-imperial kingdom mission. In light of this new understanding of the 

kingdom, informed both by Wright as well as the neo-Anabaptists, they were thus far 

more willing to radically experiment with new practices and new structures better suited 

to a postmodern, post-Christendom, and counter-imperial witness.190 This way of 

thinking fused the methodological flexibility they inherited from new paradigm 

evangelicalism with the theological flexibility of the mainline Protestant world within 

which missional ecclesiology and kingdom theology had largely developed.  

 
The Shape of Emerging Missional Churches: Three Examples 

What shape did Emerging churches informed by discourses around missional 

ecclesiology, kingdom discipleship, and counter-imperial political engagement begin to 

take? What ministries and structures did they adopt? Just a few representative examples 

can be noted. Julie Clawson’s Emerging house church, for instance, Via Christus 

Community Church in Yorkville, Illinois, was motivated by its engagement with the 

ECM, and especially through their study of the gospels through the lens of N. T. Wright’s 

kingdom hermeneutic, to get engaged with both local and international social ministries 

and with political efforts for social justice – local poverty, immigration reform, 

environmental protection and climate change, advocacy for LGBTQ+-rights, fair trade 

                                                           
189 Jones, New Christians, 96; Kimball, Emerging Church, 95-97. McLaren, New Kind of 

Christian, 153. 

190 In doing both, they were, in fact, following the advice of those in the GOCN, who called this 
process of critical examination and innovation “running the Newbigin gauntlet” (Reppenhagen and Guder, 
“Conclusion to the Anniversary Edition,” 547). 
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and human trafficking, and community building in Haiti as well as Haitian debt relief 

(including lobbying their local congressman, then House Speaker Dennis Hastert).191 For 

them, being a missional community was inherently political, and this emphasis was 

motivated in large part by their reading of Wright’s biblical theology. The leadership 

structure of Via Christus was informal – leadership meetings were open to any who 

wanted to show up, and decisions were made by consensus – to allow the missional 

passions of all members to influence the direction of the community. Its small size as a 

house church was also due, in part, to their decision to put missional engagement in their 

local community ahead of efforts to develop an attractional worship gathering, or any 

attempts to avoid political topics that might drive away potential members. These 

decisions also led, however, to the ultimate dissolution of the church in 2008 when its 

small size proved financially unsustainable.  

If Via Christus illustrates a church that tried to place kingdom-oriented missional 

action at the center of its organized life as a worshipping community, other Emerging 

groups would begin solely with mission and only later evolve into an ecclesial 

worshipping community. Urban Light in Muncie, Indiana, for instance, was begun not 

initially as a church, but as an interracial intentional community of both local residents 

and missionally-driven relocators (primarily young, white graduates of nearby 

evangelical school Taylor University), living in close proximity and focused on bringing 

holistic development and urban renewal to the city’s blighted south central 

neighborhoods. In this they were informed by Wright’s kingdom theology, Hauerwas’ 

                                                           
191 Julie Clawson, Everyday Justice: The Global Impact of Our Daily Choices (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity, 2009); Mike Clawson, “Are we making a difference?,” Emerging Pensees (blog), April 
24, 2007, accessed January 26, 2017, http://emergingpensees.blogspot.com/2007/04/are-we-making-
difference.html. Julie Clawson and I founded and co-pastored this church from 2005-2008. 



200 
 

neo-Anabaptist vision of the church as a contrast community, as well as recent black 

theologies coming out of Duke Divinity School.192 They were also inspired by the 

example of the new monastic movement and given practical direction through John 

Perkins’ Christian Community Development Association. After several years of living, 

studying, and serving together with their neighbors – starting small businesses, planting a 

community garden, and renovating dilapidated homes in the neighborhood – in 2005, 

they felt the need to also organize as a worshipping community, Urban Light Community 

Church, which initially met in cabins at a local park so as not to divert resources away 

from their efforts at neighborhood renewal. Since then they have continued to serve the 

community by launching a charter school, supporting a local food pantry, providing 

transitional housing for women, promoting racial reconciliation efforts, and other similar 

ministries.193  

While both Via Christus and Urban Light were new church plants, allowing them 

to implement their missional vision without the constraint of pre-existing forms, existing 

churches wishing to transition to missional, kingdom-oriented, socially-engaged ministry 

had different kinds of structural issues to confront. LifeSpring Community Church in 

                                                           
192 Urban Light’s founding pastor, Andrew T. Draper, has recently published his PhD dissertation 

on the theologies of Willie James Jennings and J. Kameron Carter, A Theology of Race and Place: 
Liberation and Reconciliation in the Works of Jennings and Carter (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016), 
under the direction of Brian Brock, Stanley Hauerwas, and Jonathan Tran. It is uncertain whether Draper 
would currently identify Urban Light as an Emerging church. At the time of its origins, however, he was in 
fact sympathetic toward and influenced by several key streams within the ECM’s discourse. 

193 Urban Light Community Church, “Our Church Community,” Urban Light Community Church, 
accessed January 26, 2017, https://www.urbanlightmuncie.com/about; Fran Leeman, The Forgotten Ways 
of Jesus (Walking Sunlit Fields, 2009); Ebonye Endsley, “A Beacon of Light in South Central Muncie,” 
The Muncie Times, August 25, 2011; Seth Slabaugh, “Future of struggling Muncie neighborhood could rest 
on faith,” The Oklahoman, June 30, 2015, accessed January 26, 2017, 
http://newsok.com/article/feed/857860. 
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Plainfield, Illinois provides a case in point.194 Founded in 1993 by pastor Fran Leeman, 

LifeSpring began as new paradigm-style seeker-sensitive congregation in the far outskirts 

of the Chicago suburbs. In the early-2000s, however, Leeman and his team of Elders had 

begun reading books by Alan Hirsch, Brian McLaren, Dallas Willard, N. T. Wright, and 

others, leading them to radically rethink their definition of the gospel, their understanding 

of personal discipleship, and the purpose of the church. They soon reoriented around an 

Emerging understanding of the church as a missional community transforming lives and 

transforming the world by spiritually forming apprentices in the way of Jesus to serve 

those in need.195 With this new understandings they began to downplay their previous 

“attractional” approaches and instead imagined together new missional efforts, landing 

specifically on local church planting, long-term community development in Haiti, and 

partnership with a nearby Hispanic church for ministry among the local immigrant 

community.196 As Leeman and the Elders began pushing the church to implement these 

new ministries, however, they met stiff opposition from the church council, which at the 

time was distinct from the Eldership, providing practical oversight to church programs 

and having final authority over church finances, while the Elders were tasked with 

providing spiritual vision and direction. This conflict eventually led to a restructuring in 

which the council voted itself out of existence, handing over the practical leadership and 

                                                           
194 All three churches, Via Christus, Urban Light, and LifeSpring, belonged to the same 

denomination, the Churches of God General Conference, a small Midwestern-based fellowship with roots 
in the Second Great Awakening (http://www.cggc.org/). These churches, and several others, were 
instrumental in bringing that denomination into conversation with the ECM, primarily through a group blog 
for interested pastors, CGGC in an Emerging World (http://emergingcggc.blogspot.com/). 

195 Fran Leeman, email messages to author, January 22 and 23, 2017; Leeman, Forgotten Ways of 
Jesus, 284-87. 

196 Leeman, Forgotten Ways of Jesus, 167-80. 
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financial control of the church to the Elders. The Elders, in turn, reformed themselves as 

close-knit community of friends meeting regularly both to discuss the business of the 

church, but also for mutual encouragement, spiritual formation, and prayer (usually over 

a meal in someone’s home). According to Leeman, they had discovered that “Those 

whose job it is to discern God's heart for the direction of the community must have the 

spiritual authority in the church to lead in the mission that the Holy Spirit directs."197 This 

reorganization and missional reorientation led to brief decline in membership as many 

who had been drawn to an attractional approach were less enthusiastic about being asked 

to contribute in more missional ways. Leeman came to suspect, however, that attempting 

to attract bigger numbers may in fact have been counterproductive to their mission. 

“Mega crowds are harder places to find rich friendships,” he wrote. “It’s easy in a big 

church with dynamic worship gatherings to remain a spectator rather than getting 

personally engaged in making a difference. So I envision some of the best expressions of 

Jesus’ community in the future being small and simple churches where people share life 

closely and take the mission of Jesus to love their neighbors and the nations seriously.”198 

While LifeSpring’s restructuring was subtle compared to more dramatically experimental 

Emerging congregations, it highlights the fact that a reorientation around missional 

ecclesiology also often required Emerging congregations to adopt new structures of 

leadership more conducive to that mission. All three examples illustrate that, for 

                                                           
197 Fran Leeman, email message to author, January 22, 2017. Leeman described the roles of the 

eldership in terms of the five-fold ministry of apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds, and teacher, a 
schema inspired both by Alan Hirsh and Michael Frost in The Shaping of Things to Come (165-81), and 
Leeman’s earlier roots in the charismatic movement. 

198 Leeman, Forgotten Ways of Jesus, 178. 
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Emerging churches, discourse around missional and kingdom theology went hand in hand 

with more methodological and practical concerns. 

 
Common Features in the Shape of Emerging Missional Churches 

Examples of missional restructuring could be multiplied. Given their concern to 

be culturally contextual, no two Emerging churches have ever worked out these questions 

in exactly the same way.199 Broadly speaking, however, they did share several common 

features in light of missional ecclesiology and the gospel of the kingdom that served as 

guides when reimagining structures of church. First, the outward orientation of missional 

ecclesiology – the understanding that the work of the church was primarily out in the 

world – meant that Emerging churches tended to de-emphasize, though not necessarily 

eliminate, institutional structures like church buildings, paid staff, Sunday worship 

gatherings, and elaborate, inward-focused ministry programming. These were often 

                                                           
199 The literature on the various forms and structures Emerging churches adopt, or recommend, is 

extensive, and the list in this section captures only the features that I see as most directly connected to the 
ecclesiological understandings described in this chapter. Additional scholarly analysis of Emerging church 
structures includes Xochitl Alvizo, “A feminist analysis of the Emerging Church: Toward radical 
participation in the organic, relational, and inclusive body of Christ,” (PhD. diss., Boston University, 2015); 
Ryan P. Burge and Paul A. Djupe, “Emergent Church Practices in America: Inclusion and Deliberation in 
American Congregations.” Review of Religious Research 57, no. 1 (March 2015): 1-23; Gibbs and Bolger, 
Emerging Churches; Jones, The Church Is Flat; Josh Packard, The Emerging Church: Religion at the 
Margins (Boulder, CO: FirstForumPress, 2012). ECM books describing the structures of existing Emerging 
churches or offering recommended suggestions for possible Emerging forms of church include, Bean, How 
to Be a Christian Without Going to Church; Kester Brewin, Signs of Emergence: A Vision for Church that 
is Organic, Networked, Decentralized, Bottom-up, Communal, Flexible, Always Evolving (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2007); Neil Cole, Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2005); Dwight J. Friesen, Thy Kingdom Connected: What the Church Can Learn from Facebook, the 
Internet, and Other Networks (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2009); Elaine A. Heath and Larry Duggins, 
Missional, Monastic, Mainline: A Guide to Starting Missional Micro-Communities in Historically Mainline 
Traditions (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2014); Pagitt, Church Re-Imagined; Alan J. Roxburgh, Structured 
for Mission: Renewing the Culture of the Church (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2015); Phil Snider, ed., 
The Hyphenateds: How Emergence Christianity is Re-Traditioning Mainline Practices (St. Louis, MO: 
Chalice, 2011); Steve Taylor, The Out of Bounds Church: Learning to Create a Community of Faith in a 
Culture of Change (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Frank Viola, Reimagining Church: Pursuing the 
Dream of Organic Christianity (Colorado Springs, CO: Cook, 2008); Ward, Liquid Church; Landon 
Whitsitt, Open Source Church: Making Room for the Wisdom of All (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2011). 
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viewed as potential impediments to incarnational ministry, especially insofar as they 

tempted the church to begin diverting energy and resources more toward institutional 

maintenance than outward mission in the world.  

Second, missional ecclesiology emphasizes the church as a community and 

Willard (and the neo-Anabaptists) emphasized it as a community of discipleship, being 

spiritually formed not merely as individuals but through its relational life together, in 

contrast to the individualism and fragmentation of modern society. Thus, Emerging 

missional churches often sought patterns and structures that would enhance this ethos of 

communal discipleship – smaller churches, or small groups within churches, more 

participatory and interactive worship gatherings, emphasis on the church as a family, 

communal meals, shared living arrangements, habits and forms that encourage mutual 

accountability, and even shared monastic-like “rules of life.”  

Third, the emphasis on the politically and socially transformative nature of the 

kingdom would incline them toward missional efforts that engaged the political and 

social circumstances of the world in ways both large and small, locally and globally – 

through neighborhood renewal projects, community organizing, political advocacy and 

protests for social justice, service to the poor, the marginalized, or the oppressed, 

development work in impoverished communities or nations, international peacemaking, 

practicing fair trade, seeking racial reconciliation, elevating the roles of women, and the 

like.  

Fourth, the insights of Wright, the neo-Anabaptists, and others describing the 

community of the kingdom as an alternative polis, modeling new kinds of social 

relationships that would stand in contrast to the dehumanizing and mechanistic systems 
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of control often found in the modern world – meant that Emerging communities often 

implemented structures of leadership that they believed would be more relational, 

organic, egalitarian, decentralized, and inclusive. This could and would take many 

forms, and it did not mean that every Emerging church did away with formal leadership, 

hierarchical structures, or denominational ties. But those that did not still often held such 

structures more loosely, with more fluidity and openness to change; while many others 

were willing to experiment with radically new forms in order to realize what they saw as 

kingdom values.  

Finally, it should be noted that many of the ECM’s ideas and recommendations 

regarding alternative forms are often aspirational, experimental, and improvisational, 

rather than fully formed – a fact which they would freely admit and even celebrate as an 

additional corollary of their missional/kingdom ecclesiology. Missional thinkers, neo-

Anabaptists, Willard, and Wright, are all in agreement that the church is not identical 

with the kingdom. The church is but an imperfect foretaste, attempt, and prototype of the 

community of God in the age to come. Thus, in the view of Emerging Christians, the 

Emerging Church must always be emerging, never static or complacent, never self-

righteously assuming that it has perfected itself or ushered in the fullness of the kingdom 

through its own efforts. Instead it must always be changing and adapting to new 

circumstances, new needs, and new leadings of the Spirit as it continually pursues the 

God who, they believe, is already out ahead of them on mission in the world.200  

                                                           
200 N. T. Wright has expressed this idea of the unfinished and improvisatory nature of the church 

in his analogy of the unfinished five-act play, in which the first four acts constitute God’s salvation history 
(creation, fall, Israel, Jesus, and church history) up to the present, and now it is the job of the church to 
improvise and create the final act together – in continuity with and faithfulness to the spirit (Spirit?) of all 
that has gone before, but not just woodenly repeating the notes of the first four acts either – and with the 
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Emerging Theological Questions 
 

Though the theological discourse of the ECM began at the intersection of 

postmodern thought, ecclesiology, and ecclesial practice, it would soon expand to many 

other topics as well. The philosophical, theological, and biblical perspectives brought to 

bear on the discussion by postmodern philosophy, the GOCN, the neo-Anabaptists, 

kingdom theologians like Willard, Wright, and many others, would raise additional 

theological questions, many of which would strike at the heart of evangelical doctrine.201 

Understanding the gospel as ongoing story of God’s actions to build an alternative 

community in the midst of empire, rather than just individual salvation to postmortem 

reward, forced many in the ECM to rethink the meaning of key doctrines like the 

atonement, justification, and the meaning of salvation itself, including concepts like 

heaven and hell.202 Reading the scriptures as an unfolding narrative in this way also led to 

questions about the nature and authority of the Bible itself, often moving Emerging 

Christians beyond evangelical hot-button litmus-test issues of biblical inerrancy.203 For 

                                                           
open possibility that some improvisational choices will not necessarily turn out well and may be in need of 
later revision (Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 139-144). 

201 Brian McLaren has been the most influential popular theologian of the ECM, and one of the 
most thorough in drawing out the implications of missional kingdom theology. Most of the questions 
mentioned below have been raised in his books, especially A Generous Orthodoxy and A New Kind of 
Christianity.  

202 Rob Bell, Love Wins: A Book About Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person Who Ever 
Lived (New York: HarperOne, 2011); Spencer Burke and Barry Taylor, A Heretic’s Guide to Eternity (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006); Tony Jones, Did God Kill Jesus?: Searching for Love in History's Most 
Famous Execution (New York: Harper Collins, 2015); Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 2007); Brian D. McLaren, The Last Word and the Word After That: A Tale of Faith, 
Doubt, and a New Kind of Christianity (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005); Danielle Shroyer, Original 
Blessing: Putting Sin in Its Rightful Place (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016);  

203 Scot McKnight, Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2008); Brian D. McLaren, The Story We Find Ourselves In: Further Adventures of a New Kind 
of Christian (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003). 
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those shaped particularly by the neo-Anabaptist emphasis on the “peaceable,” non-violent 

kingdom of God, this narrative reading of scripture, understanding it as describing an 

ongoing evolution of human ideas about God rather than revealing God’s absolute moral 

will in every part, would help them deal with questions regarding tales of divinely-

sanctioned violence and even genocide in the scriptures.204 Understanding the kingdom as 

inherently political also pushed Emerging Christians, especially those nurtured within the 

Christian Right, to question which set of social concerns and which brand of politics – 

left, right, or somewhere else entirely – best reflected kingdom values.205 As we will see 

in the next chapter, this question in particular would soon lead them to draw upon the 

resources of the progressive evangelical tradition that preceded them. The understanding 

of kingdom mission that focused on the church’s role as an agent of peace and healing in 

the world rather than merely seeking to convert outsiders, would also raise questions 

regarding pluralism and Christianity’s relationship to other religions – issues increasingly 

relevant in a post-9/11 world filled with violent religiously-based conflicts.206 In a similar 

vein, the understanding of the kingdom as one in which the marginalized and oppressed 

find dignity and justice, seemed, for many, to be at odds with the church’s historic 

oppression of gender, racial, and sexual minorities.207 Regarding this last category, their 
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evolving ways of interpreting scripture would eventually enable many in the ECM to 

affirm same-sex relationships, despite strong resistance to doing so within evangelical 

circles.208 Finally, the understanding of missio Dei that sees God as already present and at 

work in all of creation, beyond sacred-secular/church-world distinctions, would raise 

questions about the proper understanding of God’s transcendence versus God’s 

immanence.209 In pursuit of these questions, some in the ECM would be drawn to Open 

Theism, an evangelical theology arguing for God’s dynamic participation within an 

undetermined human history, while others went even further to interact with process 

theologians who typically postulated an even closer identification between God and the 

world.210 Still others would wander even further from classical theism, toward 

conversation around radical (a)theism, reviving themes from the death of God theology 

of the 1960s.211 Numerous other related theological discussions that arose within the 

ECM’s discourse could likely be added to this partial list. 
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The point to be highlighted is that these controversial theological explorations, for 

which the ECM became increasingly known, were not born out of mere rebelliousness or 

some unsophisticated desire simply to jettison anything to do with evangelical theology. 

Instead, as I have attempted to show in this brief outline, these topics of exploration were 

all naturally occurring questions arising from their embrace of missional ecclesiology and 

kingdom theology as defined by the theological influences described in this chapter.  

All of the issues above were bubbling within the ECM’s discourse from very 

early on – through online conversations, in books, at conferences and cohorts, and within 

local Emerging churches – and ECM writers typically worked diligently to stay in 

conversation with their more conservative heritage even as they pushed at these 

theological boundaries. The desire to maintain an open and theologically diverse 

community of discourse also kept most Emerging Christians from expressing firm 

viewpoints or making many definitive breaks with core evangelical beliefs during the 

movement’s formative years. As will be described in Chapter Five, this would eventually 

change, especially as prominent evangelical voices increasingly attacked the movement 

for its ambiguity and continually pressed them for clearer statements on controversial 

issues. However, the ECM was, in fact, a theologically diverse movement, and not all 

within it agreed on the various ways to answer the kinds of questions mentioned above. 

As various leading voices in the movement increasingly took more definitive stands on 

particular theological issues, more and more participants in the ECM’s discourse would 

leave the conversation, especially as resistance from conservative institutional 

gatekeepers made identification with the movement increasingly costly. Chapter Five will 

describe the fragmentation and realignment within the ECM that ultimately resulted. 
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Conclusion 
 

As has been argued, the Emerging Church’s uniqueness as a movement lies 

primarily in its fusion of leading-edge theological explorations with practical ministry 

innovations. This “nexus of theory and praxis” has at times functioned as a kind of 

pendulum. The methodological innovations of younger new paradigm leaders soon led 

them into conversation with theological innovators like the missional ecclesiologists of 

the GOCN along with the neo-Anabaptists, spiritual formation theorists like Dallas 

Willard, and biblical scholars like N.T. Wright. The new theological perspectives the 

ECM gained as a result led, in turn, to new ecclesial experiments that attempted to put 

into practice the commitments to socially-engaged missional kingdom discipleship they 

received from these mentors. These practical efforts inevitably raised new questions, 

requiring even further theological conversation and exploration. As we will see in 

Chapter Five, this hermeneutic spiral of sorts between theory and praxis would prove 

fruitful, if volatile, for the Emerging movement as it evolved. 

  Before that story is told, however, one more turn of the spiral remains to be 

explored. As described above, the ECM gained from their theological mentors an 

understanding that the kingdom of God had clear social and political implications, and 

thus that the mission of the church must engage with social and political concerns. What 

was still not entirely clear, however, was with what specific set of social concerns a 

kingdom-oriented church ought to concern itself, and what kind of public engagement 

would be most appropriate for kingdom mission. After all, conservative evangelicals had 

already themselves developed a clear set of social concerns and made themselves into a 

powerful political force on the American landscape by the later decades of the twentieth-
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century. And often they used a rhetoric of countercultural resistance, casting themselves 

as a persecuted “contrast community” against an oppressive and imperialistic “new world 

order” in ways that could perhaps be made to fit (however awkwardly) with a Willardian 

or even Wrightian understanding of the kingdom. Others in the Christian Right used a 

similar version of kingdom theology to promote various kinds of Dominionism and 

Christian Reconstructionism, asserting that kingdom mission meant extending the 

political domination of conservative Christianity over all of society.212 But if Emerging 

Christians were increasingly turned off by such right-wing approaches, sensing in them a 

deviation from their evolving understanding of Jesus’ kingdom values, where were they 

to turn for alternative examples of Christian political engagement? From what sources 

would a more progressive set of social and political concerns emerge? This is the 

question that will be taken up in the coming chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Roots of Emerging Social Concerns 
 
 

The Emerging Church Movement came of age as a self-declared evangelical 

became the 43rd President of the United States. Over the course of George W. Bush’s two 

terms, Emerging Christians watched him launch two preemptive wars, roll back 

numerous environmental protections, and enact budget cuts disproportionately impacting 

the poor, especially minority communities. As has been argued, the ECM first emerged 

primarily from evangelicalism, and, as will be explored further in this chapter, 

evangelicals during the 1980s and 1990s were overwhelmingly conservative, both 

politically and culturally. For this reason, many Emerging evangelicals would have 

previously been inclined to support President Bush’s policies as part of their own 

identification with the ideologies of the Christian Right. Even as they gradually began, in 

the late-1990s, to deconstruct conservative evangelical theology, the ECM’s discourse in 

these early years still focused more on issues of epistemology, ecclesiology, and ecclesial 

practice than on politics or social concerns.1 However, as will be demonstrated in this 

                                                           
1 Robert Webber, for instance, offers one of the few early and brief discussions of Emerging 

political/social attitudes in his 2002 book, The Younger Evangelicals: Facing the Challenges of the New 
World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker), 227-36. There he primarily emphasizes their disillusionment with the 
partisan polarization of culture wars politics and desire to focus on more local and incarnational ministry to 
social needs. He also suggests that the War on Terror would push these “younger” (aka Emerging) 
evangelicals to clarify their understanding of the church in relationship to the nation, and to become more 
cognizant of the sins and flaws of America and the West. In this predication, as will be shown, he would 
soon be proved correct. Except for Webber’s short chapter, however, discussion of social and political 
issues is almost entirely absent within early ECM literature. 
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chapter, this began to change around 2004 as both ECM writings and speakers at ECM 

events began to evidence an intentional engagement with progressive social issues.  

The specific topics addressed in these texts and talks – poverty, militarism, and 

the environment chief among them – suggest that this shift was catalyzed both by the 

conceptual groundwork laid by theologians discussed in the previous chapter, and by the 

specific political events unfolding in the opening years of the new millennium. As 

Emerging Christian’s understanding of the gospel shifted (through the influence of both 

Willard and missional ecclesiology) from a traditional evangelical focus on personal 

salvation and post-mortem reward, to an emphasis on the kingdom of God as a lived 

reality in the present world, incarnated through missional communities acting for the 

good of society, they began to question the kind of social concerns and political activities 

with which missional communities ought to be engaged. Their answers were influenced 

by neo-Anabaptist thinkers whose emphasis on Christian particularity and pacifism 

seemed at odds with conservative evangelical concerns to (re?)-establish a Christian 

nation through political dominance, and by their fresh reading of the New Testament 

through the lens provided by N. T. Wright and others like him who framed the “good 

news” of Jesus for the poor and downtrodden within the context of first-century Roman 

imperial oppression. Emerging Christians saw what they believed were clear parallels 

between the counter-imperial and nonviolent message of the early church and their role in 

American politics in the twenty-first century.2 These parallels soon led them to expand 

                                                           
2 See, for instance, Brian D. McLaren, The Secret Message of Jesus: Uncovering the Truth That 

Could Change Everything (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006); Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw, Jesus for 
President: Politics for Ordinary Radicals (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008); and Julie Clawson, The 
Hunger Games and the Gospel: Bread, Circuses, and the Kingdom of God (Englewood, CO: Patheos, 
2012). 
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their range of social concerns to include those suffering from poverty and “imperial” 

violence in the present as well.  

The theological moves made by those in the ECM were not narrowly political in 

the sense of mere partisanship or concern for a handful of new policy issues. Instead, 

Emerging Christians underwent a deeper shift toward what they believed was a more 

holistic understanding of the gospel, necessarily including concerns for a just and 

compassionate society as an integral and inseparable part, and an understanding of the 

kingdom of God that critiqued existing political structures. As Tom and Dee Yaccino, 

North American missionaries with a network of Latin American Emerging churches, 

explained:  

The kingdom framework informs us that because we are all children of a loving, 
just, and good Father… we can (and should) all freely share at the table without 
any unfair advantage of one over the other, or without having to compete to get 
our share, or protect our food from being taken by our brothers and sister. But 
only after we make this “kingdom” shift and put an end to our old “superpower” 
or “empire” ways of thinking about everything will we be free to seek the just 
alternatives available as God intended.3  
 

This fresh kingdom framework led them to consider the ways in which various forms of 

political engagement would help further these theologically-driven concerns for those 

who had been exploited by unfair advantages, competition, and imperial violence. As a 

result, Emerging Christians increasingly chose to engage with various progressive 

political causes – from environmentalism, to anti-racism, to active protest of American 

militarism, to advocacy on behalf of the poor or marginalized, and even helping to elect 

Barack Obama to the Presidency. Because of the integral nature of these theological 

                                                           
3 Tomas and Dee Yaccino, “Just Beginning,” in The Justice Project, ed. Brian McLaren, Elisa 

Padilla, and Ashley Bunting Seeber (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2009), 254. 
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moves, social concerns, and political involvements, I will use the terms “Emerging social 

concerns” and “Emerging politics” interchangeably in this chapter. 

Emerging Christians did not make this move in isolation. At the same time that 

many in the ECM were reshaping their political theologies, the broader evangelical 

movement also experienced a revival of progressive social concerns. Topics like racial 

diversity, environmental protection, concern for the poor, and global peacemaking 

increasingly came to the fore in evangelical circles in a way not seen for a generation. 

The rise of the ECM and the resurgence of evangelical progressivism happened so 

simultaneously and involved so many of the same personalities, that it is hard to draw 

clear lines of demarcation between the two trends.  

The surge of progressive social concerns among evangelicals in the early 2000s 

sprang from two distinct yet interconnected roots, both originating in the late 1960s. The 

first was the so-called “Evangelical Left,” a progressive Christian movement created by 

an earlier generation of young evangelical radicals in the United States as they responded 

to the volatile political issues of that era, especially the Civil Rights, anti-war, and 

feminist movements. The second was the integral (or holistic) mission theology 

developed by evangelicals in the Two-Thirds World, which called for a more thorough 

integration of both evangelism and social concerns within a holistic understanding of the 

gospel. Though overshadowed in the 1980s and 90s by the rise of the Christian Right, 

these trends would converge and reemerge around the turn of the millennium to influence 

a rising generation of more socially conscious evangelicals and Emerging Christians. 
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Neo-Evangelical Politics in the 1960s 
 

To fully appreciate the journey of Emerging Christians toward more progressive 

social concerns and the political theology that would support this move, it is important to 

understand the conservative evangelical politics against which they were reacting. 

Though the neo-evangelical movement emerged out of fundamentalism in the 1940s in 

part from a desire for a fresh engagement with pressing social concerns – racism, 

communism, secularism, the labor movement, international relations, and the like – few 

considered such issues to be of the same importance as personal evangelism. Neither 

were their positions on the emerging political issues of the explosive 1960s in any way 

progressive. On Civil Rights, Vietnam, issues of gender and sexuality, and the ideologies 

of free market capitalism, mainstream evangelicals were decidedly conservative.4  

Carl Henry, an influential mid-century evangelical theologian, founding faculty at 

Fuller Seminary and first editor of the flagship evangelical publication Christianity Today 

from 1956-1968, serves as one significant example. In his landmark work, The Uneasy 

Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism, published in 1947, Henry emphasized the need 

for deeper engagement by evangelical Christians on the great social evils of the day, 

among which he includes “aggressive warfare, racial hatred and intolerance, the liquor 

traffic, and exploitation of labor or management.” Specifics regarding how evangelicals 

ought to engage on such issues or for which particular solutions they ought to advocate 

                                                           
4 Joel Carpenter, “What’s New about the New Evangelical Social Engagement?” in The New 

Evangelical Social Engagement, eds. Brian Steensland and Philip Goff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 268; Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 326-42. 
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was left vague, however.5 In fact, Henry later insisted that a socially engaged 

evangelicalism would not endorse specific political organizations or legislative agendas, 

but instead preach “divinely disclosed ethical principles,” that must then be put into 

practice by spiritually regenerate individuals.6 While not rejecting the necessity of social 

reform, Henry believed it was rooted first and foremost in the “the redemptive work of 

Jesus Christ and the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit” in the life of individuals. 

“Christian social action,” Henry declared, “condones no social solutions in which 

personal acceptance of Jesus as Savior is an optional consideration.” Only through 

individual spiritual redemption could social change occur.7 These views reaffirmed a long 

evangelical tradition which recognized social problems, but insisted that solutions were 

fundamentally personal rather than political.8 According to Henry, government’s role was 

to provide for just laws and social order, not to coerce compassion or show favor to 

particular groups or individuals – no matter how marginalized.9 In this way, evangelicals 

also maintained their commitment to the primacy of gospel proclamation and individual 

conversion over political involvement. The solution to both personal and social evil was 

the same: the salvation of individual souls. 

                                                           
5 Carl F. H. Henry, The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. 

B. Eerdmans, 1947), 17. 

6 Carl F. H. Henry, “Can We Salvage the Republic,” Christianity Today, May 27, 1957, 11-14. 
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80-85. 
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Henry’s political theology was mirrored by his close, though far more influential, 

associate, evangelist Billy Graham. Graham agreed that social sins were “merely a large-

scale projection of individual sins and need to be repented of by the offending segment of 

society,” not corrected through coercive legislation.10 Thus, for example, on the issue of 

Civil Rights, Graham was “convinced that forced integration will never work. You 

cannot make two races love each other at the point of bayonets.”11 Instead, in keeping 

with mainstream evangelical theology, Graham believed that the solution to segregation, 

as with the rest of America’s social ills, was the transformation of individual hearts 

through the process of Christian conversion.12 

Graham and his evangelical cohorts were similarly conservative on military 

issues. An ardent and visible supporter of the United States’ actions in Vietnam early on, 

and known as a friend and spiritual advisor to both Presidents Johnson and Nixon, his 

endorsement of their administrations’ actions bolstered the impression that to be an 

evangelical was to support the War in Vietnam.13 The hawkish stance taken by 

Christianity Today magazine throughout the length of the war helped confirm this 

                                                           
10 Billy Graham, “What Ten Years Have Taught Me,” Christian Century, February 17, 1960, 186-

89. 

11 Billy Graham, “No Solution to Race Problem ‘at the Point of Bayonets,’” U.S. News and World 
Report, April 25, 1960, 94. See also, “Billy Graham Urges Restraint in Sit-Ins,” New York Times, April 18, 
1963; and Billy Graham, “To Keep Our Flags Waving,” July 4, 1965, collection 191, tape 808, BGCA, 
quoted in Michael G. Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community: America's Evangelist and the 
Dream of Martin Luther King, Jr., 2006 Edition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 131. 

12 Billy Graham, “Evangelism As I See It,” Princeton Seminary Bulletin, April 1953, 13-20. See 
also Billy Graham, “A Clarification,” Christianity Today, January 19, 1973, 416; and Billy Graham, World 
Aflame (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965), 181. 

13 Grant Wacker, America’s Pastor: Billy Graham and the Shaping of a Nation (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2014), 235-37. See also, Richard V. Pierard, “Billy Graham and Vietnam: From 
Cold Warrior to Peacemaker,” Christian Scholar’s Review 10, no. 1 (1980): 37-51. According to Wacker 
and Pierard, Graham only later developed a quiet ambivalence to the war as it persisted. 
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impression. Both Graham and the Christianity Today editors were primarily concerned 

with protecting the religious freedom of missionaries and Christian converts in 

Communist countries, thus again placing priority on the evangelization of individuals 

over historic Christian social principles regarding just war and peacemaking.14  

Regarding the women’s liberation movement, Graham, along with many other 

evangelicals, supported traditional roles for women in both the church and family life, 

opposing feminism as a threat to social stability. Graham’s 1961 book, The Christ-

centered Home, declared that “God has appointed you husbands to be the head of the 

home…. When a woman opposes that order, she rebels against the will of God.”15 Later 

he would attack the feminist movement directly, calling it “an echo of our overall 

philosophy of permissiveness,” and reasserting his belief that “wife, mother, homemaker 

– this is the appointed destiny of real womanhood.”16 Such opinions gradually tempered 

over time for some evangelical leaders. Graham for instance, later came to see husbands 

and wives not in a hierarchical relationship, but as “equal in status but [managing] 

different divisions” within the marital “corporation.”17 By the late 1970s, after some 

                                                           
14 David E. Settje, “’Sinister’ communists and Vietnam quarrels: the Christian Century and 

Christianity Today respond to the Cold and Vietnam Wars,” Fides et Historia 32, no. 1 (Winter-Spring 
2000): 81-97. 

15 Billy Graham, The Christ-centered Home (Minneapolis: Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, 
1961), 21. 

16 Billy Graham, “Jesus and the Liberated Woman,” Ladies Home Journal, December 1970, 40-
44, 114-115. This article served as a rebuttal to a feature in an earlier issue of the Journal “The New 
Feminism: A Special Section Prepared for the Ladies Home Journal by the Women’s Liberation 
Movement” (August 1970). See also, Billy Graham, ”Vocation of Honor,” Decision 10, no. 5 (May 1969): 
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hesitation on the issue, he endorsed female ordination as well.18 Graham’s gradual 

evolution on women’s roles in the home and the church mirrors the debate happening 

more broadly among evangelicals at the time, both in more traditional congregations as 

well as the emerging new paradigm churches. His hesitation and reservations on the issue 

illustrates that, whatever concessions were eventually made to egalitarian ideals, 

mainstream evangelicals in the 1960s and 70s largely viewed the feminist movement with 

intense suspicion and often outright hostility.19 On this issue, as with most social and 

political questions, the default orientation of the evangelical leadership at the time was 

decidedly conservative. 

 
Rise of the Young Evangelical Radicals 

 
As the controversies of those pivotal decades heated up, a younger cohort of 

evangelicals found themselves caught up in the passions of the Civil Rights, anti-war, and 

feminist movements. This convergence of radical politics with evangelical faith produced 

a breed of Christians who learned to apply their evangelical theology not just to issues of 

personal salvation and individual morality, but to socially structured problems like 

racism, sexism, militarism, poverty, and ecological destruction as well. The immediacy of 
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Ellen Ott Marshall, “A Matter of Pride: A Feminist Response,” in The Legacy of Billy Graham: Critical 
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(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013), 97-118. 



221 
 

such problems for the younger generation during the tumult of the 1960s, personal 

influences from their secular activist peers, and experiences unique to the evangelical 

world itself, all conspired to pull these young evangelicals beyond traditionally 

conservative perspectives on these issues. In contrast to the older generation of 

evangelical leaders, these progressive evangelicals also tended to look beyond the 

assumption that social change was merely a function of individual conversion, and began 

asking instead what specific social transformations converted individuals might 

legitimately begin working toward, and in what ways.20 The answers they arrived at, and 

their persistent prophetic witness among and against the evangelical mainstream, would 

slowly pull evangelical leaders (though only partially and reluctantly) in the direction of 

more progressive social concerns and greater willingness to seek governmental means to 

address them. 

This kind of questioning was especially prevalent among the thousands of 

younger evangelicals who had been exposed to the reality of economic inequality and 

social injustice through increasingly common short term mission experiences in the third-

world. The postwar economic boom had spurred the creation of dozens of evangelical 

mission organizations – Campus Crusade, InterVarsity, Latin American Mission, Pioneer 

Girls, Youth with a Mission, and many others – and the advent of fast and affordable air 

transportation enabled these ministries to send tens of thousands of young Christians on 

short-term trips to impoverished, post-colonial nations throughout the Global South.21 

                                                           
20 Richard Quebedeaux, The Young Evangelicals (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), 55.  

21 Bruce Shelley, “The Rise of Evangelical Youth Movements,” Fides et Historia 18, no. 1 (Jan 
1986): 45-63. See also, Joel A. Carpenter & Wilbert R. Shenk, eds., Earthen Vessels: American 
Evangelicals and Foreign Missions, 1880-1980 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), xii-xiv. 
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Though typically focused on “soul-winning,” the extreme poverty and challenging 

political conditions these young missionaries encountered spurred them to think beyond 

personal evangelism alone. Increasing numbers also began to consider the relationship of 

the Church to society, and of the gospel to pressing social concerns.22 As historian David 

Swartz has argued, some returned with a motivation to engage social and political issues 

back home as well, often in ways that led beyond the bounds of evangelical conservatism 

– working for economic justice, organizing in support of civil rights, and protesting 

against both the war in Vietnam and American imperialism more broadly.23  

Even for those remaining at home, exposure to third-world perspectives came by 

way of missionary reports, novels, and newsletters, as well as Christian colleges and 

student ministries that hosted international speakers who often voiced condemnations of 

American imperialism, consumerism, and apathy towards social justice. Swartz argues 

that missionary novels like Elisabeth Elliot’s No Graven Image (1966), which narrated 

the contrast between the young missionary heroine touched by the physical needs around 

her and the insensitive, ethnocentric missionary executive focused solely on counting 

conversions, “primed millions of evangelical children to question the superiority of 

American culture and politics” as well as the sufficiency of evangelism alone.24 Swartz 

also notes that evangelical magazines typically ran regular features highlighting writers 

                                                           
22 C. Peter Wagner, “Evangelism and Social Action in Latin America,” Christianity Today, 7 

January 1966, 338. See also Charles Van Engen, “A Broadening Vision: Forty Years of Evangelical 
Theology of Mission, 1946-1986” in Carpenter and Shenk, Earthen Vessels, 203-232. Even Billy Graham 
himself likewise credited his own experiences with extreme poverty overseas with eventually opening his 
mind to the “crying need for more social justice” (Martin, Prophet With Honor, 587-588). 

23 David Swartz, “Left Behind: The Evangelical Left and the Limits of Evangelical Politics, 1965-
1988,” (PhD diss., University of Notre Dame, 2008), 106-153. 

24 Ibid., 113-14.  
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and perspectives from the third-world, and that student newspapers at influential 

evangelical schools contained numerous articles by international students on issues of 

global politics and social concerns during the 1960s and 70s.25 And among local 

churches, it was common practice for congregations to run reports from supported 

missions in their weekly bulletins and to hear updates first-hand from missionaries home 

on furlough, thus exposing average evangelical church-goers not just to spiritual 

conditions in the countries they served, but to economic and political realities as well. 

Missions conferences served as yet another vehicle for exposing younger 

evangelicals to radical third-world perspectives. InterVarsity’s tri-annual Urbana 

Missions conference in 1970, for instance, chose “Christ the Liberator” as its theme, and 

multiple speakers spoke to “the largest student missions convention ever held” of the 

need for the church to confront war, racism, and poverty.26 Samuel Escobar, first 

president of the newly formed Latin American Theological Fellowship, caused a stir in 

his talk on “Social Concern and World Evangelism,” as he informed the 12,000 attendees 

that in some parts of the world, “Christianity has become synonymous with a gay, 

unconcerned and irrelevant selfishness and Communism synonymous with a committed, 

disciplined, sacrificial way of living,” but that they could “witness to the power of God to 

liberate us from sin, if we are able also to show by word and deed that we are being 

liberated from those sins of social injustice, social prejudice, abuse and selfish 

individualism.”27 Exposure at these and similar gatherings enabled leaders from the third-

                                                           
25 Ibid., 115-16. 

26 Donald Tinder, “Urbana ’70: Evangelical Student Power,” Christianity Today, 29 January 1971, 
29-30. On the impact of Urbana 70 see Quebedeaux, The Young Evangelicals, 92-94. 

27 Samuel Escobar, “Social Concern and World Evangelism,” in Christ the Liberator (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1971), 104, 108. Three years later, alongside another major address by 
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world to substantially influence North American evangelical perspectives on the nature 

and task of Christian mission.  

Though such third-world voices did not represent the dominant message coming 

from North American evangelical institutions at the time, their difference from the 

mainstream guaranteed that their dissonant message stood out all the more. Their 

willingness to engage with difficult social issues in ways that were both faithful to 

evangelical teachings and yet critical of political establishments and conservative 

assumptions was particularly useful to younger North American evangelicals grappling 

with dramatic social upheavals in their own nation – racial uprisings, anti-war protests, 

the women’s movement, and more. Some of these younger evangelicals eventually 

became progressive political activists themselves, creating organizations, publications, 

and movements that would address such issues from an evangelical perspective.  

 
Jim Wallis and the Sojourners Community 

One of the earliest and most influential of these organizations was the Sojourners 

community founded by Jim Wallis. Wallis’ own spiritual and political evolution is 

perhaps prototypical among the young progressive evangelicals of the era and provides a 

good illustration of how such shifts sometimes came about for those in this cohort. 

Raised in a conservative white Plymouth Brethren family in the suburbs of Detroit in the 

1950s and 60s, Wallis went through a period of youthful rebellion in his mid-teens 

typical of many others in his generation. As Wallis relates in his early memoirs, his 

                                                           
Escobar, a fellow Latin American, Colombian Gregorio Landero, emphasized to Urbana 73 participants 
that “the human race cannot get along just on spiritual ministry; we must minister to the material needs 
also” (Gregorio Landero, “Evangelism and Social Concern,” Right On! 6, no. 4 (November 1974): 11). 
Urbana 76, attended by over 17,000 students, also emphasized third-world concerns (Richard Quebedeaux, 
The Worldly Evangelicals (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 102-103). 
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feelings of alienation came to focus on the issue of racial inequality.28 His own parents 

had taught him not to treat individual blacks differently, but, like most evangelicals, were 

otherwise insensitive to the problems of institutional racism. Wallis sought out alternative 

perspectives from the black community, both from black church leaders like evangelist 

and fellow Plymouth Brethren Bill Pannell, as well as more secular and radical 

influences, especially among the young black students and co-workers he met during his 

summer factory and custodial jobs in the urban ghettoes of Detroit.29 Struggling to 

understand the systemic, structural dimensions of racism following the 1967 racial 

uprisings in Detroit, Wallis came to believe that his evangelical gospel had social 

dimensions that were as important as the message of personal salvation.  

In this discovery Wallis was not alone. “To many of us,” wrote Donald Dayton, 

one of Wallis’ progressive evangelical cohorts, “the Civil Rights movement and its 

principles of fundamental human equality seemed not only more right, but more biblical 

and Christian than positions taken by our elders” – a sentiment that would later be echoed 

by Emerging Christians reacting to evangelical positions on the military and economic 

policies of the Bush Administration.30 Wallis, Dayton, and other younger progressive 

evangelicals came to see themselves as standing within a longer tradition of evangelical 

                                                           
28 Jim Wallis, Revive Us Again: A Sojourner’s Story (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1983), 36. 

29 Ibid., 38-46. Bill Pannell would go on to influence numerous other young evangelicals as a 
highly-regarded professor of evangelism at Fuller Seminary, and as a contributing editor to Wallis’ own 
Sojourners magazine.  

30 Donald W. Dayton, Discovering an Evangelical Heritage (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 4. 
Dayton himself worked as a student volunteer with the SNCC and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party in the early 1960s and would later become an influential evangelical scholar and seminary professor. 
David Swartz also describes numerous other instances of other young evangelicals joining in the Civil 
Rights struggles during the early 1960s (David R. Swartz, Moral Minority: The Evangelical Left in an Age 
of Conservatism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 27-28). 
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social concern stretching back to the abolitionists and social reformers of the nineteenth-

century.31 They were also informed by the historic tradition of Dutch Reformed theology 

especially promoted at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan and through certain 

professors at Fuller Seminary. This taught, in the words of Dutch Reformed theologian 

Lewis Smedes, that “man is not merely a soul to be saved, but a total creature-in-

relationship, needing to be healed en toto,” and thus, as a corollary of this holistic and 

relational embeddedness, that “government has a positive calling to see that the various 

segments of the organic society share properly in the social and economic privileges and 

responsibilities of the common wealth.”32 Such influences would increasingly incline 

these younger evangelicals to see progressive political activism not as a supplement to 

their evangelical faith, but as part and parcel of it. 

Following the path of many other young sixties radicals, Wallis’ early exposure to 

racial tensions and the Civil Rights movement led him into other forms of activism, 

particularly in protest against the Vietnam War as the head of the Students for a 

Democratic Society at Michigan State University in the late-1960s. Gravitating back to 

his evangelical faith after college, through retaining his radical political commitments, 

Wallis enrolled at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Illinois. There he gathered a 

                                                           
31 Jim Wallis has repeatedly referred to himself as “a nineteenth-century evangelical born in the 

wrong century.” The Sojourners community Wallis later founded took great inspiration from learning about 
Charles Finney and other evangelical reformers from that century. In 1974-1975, the community published 
a ten-part series on the nineteenth-century revivalists and reformers in their Sojourners magazine. These 
articles, written by Wallis’ teacher, Donald Dayton, would eventually form the basis of Dayton’s 
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Reviving Faith & Politics in a Post-Religious Right America (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 304-306). 

32 Lewis B. Smedes, “Evangelicals, What Next?” Reformed Journal 19 (November 1969): 4, and 
“The Evangelicals and the Social Question,” Reformed Journal 16 (February 1966): 13; Mark A. Noll and 
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small group of like-minded seminarians who became the founding group for the People’s 

Christian Coalition, a communal living experiment on the north side of Chicago, and 

began publishing a monthly magazine called The Post-American. The magazine featured 

a strong critique of American militarism, institutional racism, and other pressing social 

issues from a uniquely evangelical perspective. Response to the magazine was strong 

from the start (55,000 subscribers to the Post-American at its highest circulation from 

1971-74, compared to just over 100,000 for Christianity Today during the same period).33 

This group (and Wallis in particular) soon became a prominent voice for younger, 

progressive evangelicals during the 1970s, pushing the wider evangelical movement to 

expand its range of social concerns and focus more deliberately on political engagement. 

They later changed the name of their community and the magazine to Sojourners, and 

moved to an impoverished black neighborhood in Washington, D.C. to focus both on 

local ministry to the poor alongside their political advocacy and activism. After several 

decades, their communal living experiment and neighborhood ministries fell by the 

wayside, but Sojourners continues as a well-known organization for progressive, faith-

based political activism. 

In many ways, the Sojourners community prefigured and paved the way for the 

ECM. Their emphasis on incarnational neighborhood ministries embodied missional 

ecclesiology (though without that language). Its experiments in intentional community 

among the urban poor would foreshadow the new monastics. And their open-minded-but-

still-evangelical theology motivating progressive social action provided a concrete 

                                                           
33 Wallis, Revive Us Again, 72-108. Post-American and Christianity Today publication figures 

found in David R. Swartz, “Identity Politics and the Fragmenting of the 1970s Evangelical Left,” Religion 
and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 21, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 82. 
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example of the kind of kingdom theology later embraced by ECM thinkers. Beyond these 

similarities, the longevity of the Sojourners community would enable both the 

organization and Wallis himself to directly impact the evolving Emerging Church 

Movement, not just as a forerunner and example, but through active partnership and 

interpersonal influences. 

 
The Thanksgiving Workshop 

Though numerically small compared to mainstream conservative evangelicals, the 

growing coalition of younger progressive evangelicals represented by Sojourners and 

similar groups was vocal, highly visible, and tended to have an impact far beyond their 

organizational strength.34 The Thanksgiving Workshop on Evangelicals and Social 

Concern held in Chicago in 1973 marked a watershed moment for this new progressive 

movement. Attended by nearly fifty evangelical leaders, including many rising stars 

among the younger progressive evangelicals – John Alexander, Tony Campolo, Sharon 

Gallagher, Richard Mouw, Bill Pannell, John Perkins, Ron Sider, Jim Wallis, and Robert 

Webber among them – as well as a handful of influential older leaders, including Carl 

Henry himself, this workshop produced a historic declaration clearly condemning racism, 

sexism, militarism, civil religion, materialism, and economic injustice. The statement 

included the following confession:  

We acknowledge that God requires justice. But we have not proclaimed or 
demonstrated his justice to an unjust American society. Although the Lord calls 
us to defend the social and economic rights of the poor and oppressed, we have 
mostly remained silent. We deplore the historic involvement of the church in 
America with racism and the conspicuous responsibility of the evangelical 

                                                           
34 See, for instance, Jim Wallis’ account of their anti-war protest at Campus Crusade’s Explo ’72 

event in Dallas, attended by over 80,000 evangelical young people (Wallis, Revive Us Again, 83-85). Other 
progressive ministries among younger evangelicals during this period included John Alexander’s The Other 
Side magazine and the Christian World Liberation Front in Berkeley.  
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community for perpetuating the personal attitudes and institutional structures that 
have divided the body of Christ along color lines. Further, we have failed to 
condemn the exploitation of racism at home and abroad by our economic 
system.35 
 

Such language represented a major turning point in evangelical social thought by placing 

specific emphasis on economic, structural, and institutional injustice, not just individual 

sin. The Chicago Declaration also marked, in the words of historian Mark Toulouse, “a 

passing of the torch to a younger generation of evangelicals who would fulfill Henry’s 

call in ways he had not really ever imagined.”36 The gathering drew significant attention 

in both the mainstream and Christian press, with Richard Ostling of TIME observing that 

it was “perhaps the first time in the twentieth century that evangelical leaders had devoted 

an entire weekend entirely to social issues.”37 Hundreds of other evangelical leaders not 

present at the Thanksgiving Workshop eagerly signed the Declaration afterwards, and 

many of the younger Workshop participants would go on to become prominent 

evangelical leaders themselves in the decades following, carving out a space for 

progressive political concerns within evangelicalism.38  

                                                           
35 Ronald J. Sider, The Chicago Declaration (Carol Stream, IL: Creation House, 1974), 1-2. 
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(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 238. 

37 Ron Sider, Good News and Good Works: A Theology for the Whole Gospel (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1999), 20. See also, Paul Henry, “Evangelicals of America, Arise!,” Eternity, February 1974, 12, 71, 
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Feminism: A History (New York: NYU Press, 2005), 12-16.). 
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The Chicago gathering also helped draw the leaders and institutions of white 

evangelicalism into closer association with black evangelical reconciliation ministries 

like John Perkins’ Voice of Calvary and Tom Skinner’s evangelistic association.39 These 

ministries grew throughout the 1980s, eventually coming together in a loose coalition 

known as the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA), an organization 

that would later have significant influence on the neo-monastic wing of the ECM. The 

work of black evangelicals like Perkins, Skinner, and Pannell, and their ongoing 

connections with white progressive evangelicals like those at the Thanksgiving 

Workshop, also helped awaken more mainstream white evangelicals to the need for 

ongoing work for racial justice and reconciliation.40  

Numerous ministries focused on various issues of social justice and 

environmental stewardship have multiplied in the years following the Thanksgiving 

Workshop, often founded by, or in connection with, leaders present at that gathering. 

Other Workshop participants would go on to hold influential positions at evangelical 

institutions of higher education, publishing, and mission, spreading this progressive 

orientation more widely still. Thus, though this cadre of progressive evangelicals would 

                                                           
39 Quebedeaux, The Worldly Evangelicals, 156-59. It is worth noting that at that time Bill Pannell 

was also serving as the Vice President of Tom Skinner’s ministry association. 

40 For examples of such partnerships between Jim Wallis’ Sojourners organization and black 
Christian leaders, see Peter Goodwin Heltzel, Jesus & Justice: Evangelicals, Race, & American Politics 
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remain a minority within the larger evangelical movement, they maintained a consistent 

progressive counter-witness to the Christian Right, and continued to make their presence 

felt among evangelicals over the next several decades. Their ongoing efforts would 

influence later generations of evangelicals, including those in the Emerging Church 

Movement. Many of the Workshop participants – Tony Campolo, Sharon Gallagher, 

Richard Mouw, John Perkins, Jim Wallis, and Robert Webber for instance – directly 

mentored various Emerging Church leaders, whether through their books and presence at 

ECM events, through Emerging Christian’s participation in their ministries, or in their 

roles as educators at prominent evangelical institutions attended by key ECM leaders. 

 
Latin American Integral Mission Theology 

 
During the same decades that younger evangelicals in the United States first 

began moving toward more progressive social concerns, evangelicals in the third world, 

and especially Latin America, developed a more comprehensive theology of the church’s 

mission in the world, what they called misión integral (holistic or integral mission). They 

argued that both personal evangelism and socio-political involvement on behalf of the 

poor and oppressed were equally central to the Christian gospel. Though driven primarily 

by their concern to develop an indigenous theological perspective apart from the 

dominating influence of the North American missionary establishment, these global 

evangelicals also provided young progressive evangelicals in the United States with a 

theology to undergird and express their shared concerns. More importantly, they opened 

space within the worldwide evangelical movement for such concerns to enter the 

mainstream dialogue.  
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Formation of the Latin American Theological Fellowship 

In November 1969, the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association (BGEA) hosted 

the Primer Congreso Latinoamericano de Evangelizacion (CLADE I) for Latin American 

theologians, leaders and mission workers in Bogotá, Colombia to promote the task of 

evangelization in Latin America. From the beginning, however, everything about the 

conference – planning, finances, program, speaker invitations, etc. – seemed to Latin 

American participants to be “Made in America.”41 Indeed, the perceived need for the 

conference was premised on the concern among North American evangelicals to oppose 

the Tercera Conferencia Evangélica Latinoamericana (CELA III) held earlier that year 

by the World Council of Churches. In the eyes of the BGEA, a battle for the church in 

Latin America was being fought between the liberal, ecumenical promoters of the social 

gospel, and conservative evangelicals like themselves who emphasized personal 

conversion to Christianity as the solution to both individual and social sin.42   

In the minds of many Latin American theologians, however, the situation was 

much more complex and the attitudes of the North Americans overly paternalistic. Their 

desire to produce a truly Latin American approach to evangelical theology – one that 

embraced a clear call to socio-political engagement in response to the stark human needs 

evident in Latin America – led a handful to organize their own meeting of Latin 

American theologians the following year in Cochabamba, Bolivia. In the words of 
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42 Samuel Escobar, “Divided Protestantism Struggles with Latin American Problems,” World 
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Samuel Escobar, they were “tired of the evangelical power centers in North America 

telling us how to think, who to read, and what it meant to be evangelical,” therefore they 

“decided it was time to start reflecting the faith as grownups and on our own.”43  From 

this meeting, the Latin American Theological Fellowship (Fraternidad Teológica 

Latinoamericana or FTL) was born.44 

Members of this new fellowship primarily concerned themselves with developing 

an integral theology of mission, one which would relate their understanding of the gospel 

and the mission of the church to the Latin American experience of extreme poverty, 

political oppression, and widespread despair. Up to this time, evangelicals had achieved 

most of their numerical growth in Latin America by promising extra-worldly spiritual 

rewards beyond this life of suffering, rather than political, social, or economic justice in 

the here and now.45 This individualistic and otherworldly emphasis among Latin 

American Protestants was largely an inheritance from North American fundamentalist 

missionaries who were strongly averse to anything resembling the “social gospel” of their 

liberal modernist opponents. The predominance of such fundamentalism among Latin 

American Protestants was due in large part to the ecumenical attitude of mainline 

                                                           
43 Samuel Escobar, “Heredero de la Reforma Radical,” in Hacia Una Teología Latinoamericana: 

Ensayos en Honor a Peter Savage, ed. C. René Padilla (San José, Costa Rica: Editorial Caribe, 1984), 51-
71, quoted in Daniel Salinas, Latin American Evangelical Theology in the 1970’s: The Golden Decade 
(Boston: Brill, 2009), 91. 

44 Founding leadership of the FTL included Samuel Escobar, René Padilla, Peter Savage, Pedro 
Arana, Emilio Antonio Nuñez, Orlando Costas, and Rolando Gutierrez (Sydney Rooy, “FTL History, a 
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Protestant denominations who had concluded that Latin America needed no more foreign 

missionaries (except for charitable ministries) since it had already been evangelized and 

Christianized by the Catholic Church.46 The result was that only anti-Catholic 

conservatives continued sending evangelistic missions to the region and thus Latin 

American Protestantism increasingly drifted toward fundamentalism. FTL theologian 

Emilio Núñez notes that these missionaries were “pre-millenarian in eschatology, Pietist 

in their vision of Christianity, and separatist in their basic attitude toward other 

ecclesiastical bodies and toward society in general.” Thus, Núñez argues, such 

missionaries were ill-equipped to deal with the challenges of extreme poverty and 

systemic injustice.47 

The FTL took up this challenge by critically engaging with the Marxist-inspired 

theologies of liberation then being put forth by their Catholic counterparts.48 “The 

question for me,” wrote leading FTL theologian René Padilla, “is not, How do I respond 

to liberation theology, so as to show its flaws and incongruities? But rather, How do I 

articulate my faith in the same context of poverty, repression and hopelessness out of 

which liberation theology has emerged?”49 Padilla and his colleagues sought a response 

to this social context that still upheld their evangelical commitments to the authority of 
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scripture, the divinity of Christ, and the central importance of evangelism.50 As Filipino-

American theologian Al Tizon would later describe:  

Proponents of [this theology] refuse to understand evangelization without 
liberation, a change of heart without a change of structures, vertical reconciliation 
(between God and people) without horizontal reconciliation (between people and 
people), and church planting without community building. They point to the 
biblical paradigm of the reign or kingdom of God as the source and driver for this 
holistic understanding of mission.51 
 

This theology would come to be known by a number of names – integral mission, holistic 

mission, or mission as transformation. As Tizon suggested in the quote above, it was 

founded on an incarnational and kingdom-centered Christology. Integral mission, Padilla 

explained, is “the concrete expression of a commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord of the 

totality of life and of all creation.”52 Because Jesus is Lord over all of creation and all 

spheres of life, proponents of integral mission saw no real distinction between serving 

“spiritual” needs and serving “physical” needs. Accordingly, they argued that the mission 

of the church could not be reduced to making religious converts alone but must include 

concrete social transformation to uplift the poor and oppressed.  

 
Global Influence of Integral Mission Theology 

 This new Latin American theology quickly made its way to the United States, 

primarily by way of Samuel Escobar, a Peruvian scholar, missionary, and founding 
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president of the FTL.53 Escobar had robust connections within North American 

missionary circles, having served on staff with the International Fellowship of 

Evangelical Students (IFES), the global arm of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, and 

with Latin America Mission (LAM), the largest evangelical missions organization in the 

region, helping them to indigenize their leadership structures. His controversial speech at 

CLADE I on “La Responsabilidad Social de la Iglesia” (the North American organizers 

had wanted him to speak on the benefits of free enterprise instead), subsequently 

published by the Evangelical Missions Quarterly, had gained him notoriety among 

evangelical leaders in the English-speaking world and garnered multiple speaking 

opportunities in both the United States and Canada.54 Escobar also brought integral 

mission theology and a third-world critique of American imperialism to the Thanksgiving 

Workshop in Chicago, and had a direct role in crafting the Chicago Declaration.55 

Escobar and his FTL associates, especially Orlando Costas of Puerto Rico and René 

Padilla of Ecuador – both of whom had spent extensive time in the United States, 

collaborated directly with the younger progressive evangelicals in the United States, 

regularly contributing articles to magazines like The Other Side and Sojourners.56 By the 

late 1970s the FTL was also publishing their journal, Boletín Teológico, in both Spanish 

and English in order to reverse the heretofore one-way flow of theological thought 
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between North American and Latin American evangelicals.57 Through their speaking and 

writings, these Latin American leaders provided North American progressive 

evangelicals with the robust theological reasoning they needed to help undergird their 

own work. 

Already circulating among progressive evangelicals in the United States and in 

some missionary circles by the early 1970s, Latin American integral mission theology 

exploded onto the worldwide evangelical scene at the International Congress on World 

Evangelization held in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1974. Initiated by Billy Graham and 

other prominent evangelical leaders, the Lausanne meeting was described by TIME 

magazine as “a formidable forum, possibly the widest-ranging meeting of Christians ever 

held.”58 Lausanne, “burst upon us like a bombshell,” according to one participant. “It 

became an awakening experience for those who attended and thousands of Christians in 

numerous countries who read about it.”59 Lausanne was formidable both for its size and 

its diversity – nearly 2500 participants and 1000 observers from 150 countries and 135 

Protestant denominations. The 2700-word statement on evangelism that it produced, the 

Lausanne Covenant, has become a point of unity among evangelicals worldwide in the 

decades since, being used to this day by numerous organizations as their statement of 

evangelical faith and commitment.60 
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Though originally conceived as a challenge to the World Council of Churches’ 

emphasis on social concerns as opposed to personal conversion, the relationship between 

evangelism and social concerns quickly became a recurring and prominent theme at 

Lausanne.61 This was due, in large part, to controversial and widely discussed plenary 

addresses given by Samuel Escobar and René Padilla.62 Padilla spoke on “Evangelism 

and the World,” condemning the too-common identification of Christianity with “the 

American Way of Life” and reminding participants that “evangelism cannot be reduced 

to the verbal communication of doctrinal content, with no reference to specific forms of 

man’s involvement in the world” such as their material, social, or political conditions.63 A 

few days later, Escobar spoke on “Evangelism and Man’s Search for Freedom, Justice, 

and Fulfillment,” a strong statement in favor of integral mission, in which he affirmed 

that evangelism and social action were “inseparable.”64 Much to the surprise and chagrin 

of the more conservative organizers, these addresses were well-received by many at the 

Congress. Some described the emphasis on social concerns as a “major breakthrough,” 

and “a coming of age for evangelicals.”65 Others specifically noted that these two 

presentations had been “subject to more comment than all the other papers put together,” 
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and credited them with causing a “significant shift in Christian thinking” that “really set 

the Congress alight.”66 Even Billy Graham noted that “if one thing has come through 

loud and clear it is that we evangelicals should have social concern. The discussion in 

smaller groups about the contemporary meaning of radical discipleship has caught fire.”67  

The smaller group to which Graham referred was an impromptu meeting of some 

500 participants to discuss the issue of radical discipleship. After much discussion this 

informal group created a document, A Response to Lausanne, which Padilla affirmed as 

“the strongest statement on the basis for wholistic mission ever formulated by an 

evangelical conference up to that date,” insofar as it defined the gospel as “Good News of 

liberation, of restoration, of wholeness, and of salvation that is personal, social, global 

and cosmic.”68 Because of such initiatives, the final form of the Lausanne Covenant itself 

included not just one sentence on social concerns, as some of the more conservative 

conveners had originally intended, but an entire section on “Christian Social 

Responsibility,” which stated that while “reconciliation with man is not reconciliation 

with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, 

nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part of 

our Christian duty… the salvation we claim should be transforming us in the totality of 
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our personal and social responsibilities.”69 While such a statement was less radical than 

some had hoped, failing to fully integrate both evangelism and social transformation, it 

was nevertheless seen by many as indicative of a new direction for the evangelical 

movement.70  

Others among the North American missionary establishment, however, believed 

the Lausanne Covenant had gone much too far, seeing the direction of the Congress as a 

dangerous slide towards ecumenism and the social gospel.71 C. Peter Wagner described 

the emphasis on social action as a “torpedo” threatening to scuttle the central project of 

world evangelization.72 Other prominent leaders, including both Harold Lindsell and 

Billy Graham, took pains to minimize the importance of the Congress’ focus on social 

concern.73 The tension between these conservative voices and those desiring an even 

more radical statement on integral mission would play out over the next decade in a 

series of ongoing mission conferences and theological consultations.74 These culminated 
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in the 1983 Consultation on the Church in Response to Human Need held at Wheaton 

College which produced a landmark document that, according to Padilla, represented “the 

strongest evangelical affirmation of commitment to integral mission in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century.”75 David Bosch likewise noted that, “For the first time in an 

official statement emanating from an international evangelical symposium, the perennial 

dichotomy [between evangelism and social involvement] was overcome.”76 

It seems clear that, in the words of historian Daniel Salinas, “the Latin Americans 

gave the Lausanne Movement an agenda for the following decade after Lausanne,”77 and 

that because of their influence at Lausanne ‘74 and beyond, the global evangelical 

movement became more attuned to the need for a holistic approach to both evangelism 

and social justice. For evangelicals in other parts of the global south and east, Latin 

American integral mission theology provided language to express their own similar set of 

contextual concerns and created among them a new sense of unity.78 Many rising North 

                                                           
the International Consultation on Simple Life-style in Hoddesdon, England (1980), and the Consultation on 
the Relationship Between Evangelism and Social Responsibility in Grand Rapids, Michigan (1982). 
Written examples of attempts to work out this tension include Klaus Bockmuehl, Evangelicals and Social 
Ethics: A Commentary on Article 5 of the Lausanne Covenant, trans. David T. Priestly (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1979); Athol Gill, “Christian Social Responsibility,” 87-102; and John Stott, The 
Lausanne Covenant – An Exposition and Commentary (Minneapolis: World Wide Publications, 1975).  

75 C. René Padilla, “Integral Mission and its Historical Development,” in Justice, Mercy and 
Humilty: Integral Mission and the Poor, 55. The statement and the papers delivered at the conference, can 
be found in The Church in Response to Human Need, eds. Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans,1987). 

76 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, 20th 
Anniversary Ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011), 407. 

77 Salinas, Latin American Evangelical Theology in the 1970’s, 160. 

78 Tizon, Transformation after Lausanne, 4-5. In 1987, theological societies from Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America would form the International Fellowship of Evangelical Mission Theologians 
(INFEMIT) to encourage holistic mission praxis and to elevate theological reflections from the third world 
without strings attached by establishment evangelicals in the West (71-76). Adopting language proposed at 
the Wheaton ’83 Consultation, this global evangelical conversation around integral mission theology has 
adopted the term “Mission as Transformation” (implicitly distinguished from the term “liberation” and 
deliberately contrasted with the term “development”) to describe their approach, for instance, in the title of 



242 
 

American progressive evangelical leaders were also influenced by these events, and their 

social engagement was likewise informed by integral mission theology.79  

Beyond direct influences however, the most significant effect of the Lausanne 

Movement for the development of progressive evangelicalism in the United States was to 

legitimate engagement in social ministries, and sometimes progressive political activism, 

without thereby stepping outside the bounds of the evangelical movement. The central 

place of foreign missions within the self-identity of Western evangelicals meant that 

these perspectives coming from the third-world mission fields were given more weight 

and credence than they might have been otherwise, prompting even more conservative 

evangelicals to tread with caution before contradicting such ideas outright. And with 

major evangelical leaders like Billy Graham and John Stott lending their stamp of 

approval to statements on Christian Social Responsibility and Radical Discipleship, such 

concepts entered the mainstream of evangelical dialogue, becoming accepted possibilities 

not just for third-world evangelicals, but North Americans as well.80 Though it is 

impossible to determine exactly how widely these ideas permeated the local 

congregational life of North American evangelicals, the mainstreaming of such 

approaches among evangelical leaders made it possible for churches, schools, mission 
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organizations, and parachurch ministries that did wish to engage with progressive social 

concerns to do so with greater support from fellow evangelicals and with less resistance 

from more conservative leaders. 

 
The Conservative Backlash of the Christian Right 

 
Despite this mainstream acceptance, during the 1980s and 90s the rise of the new 

Christian Right overshadowed the influence of integral mission theology and progressive 

social concerns among evangelicals in the United States.81 As mentioned in Chapter Two, 

the radical social reforms of the 1960s and 70s produced a backlash of social and 

theological conservatism within the evangelical movement and in the broader society.82 

Institutionally, this was marked by the emergence of “family values” leaders like Jerry 

Falwell, James Dobson, and Pat Robertson, along with the political organizations and 

potent media outlets they controlled. Though sharing with progressive evangelicals a 

willingness to engage in social and political activism, the primary concerns of these 

conservative leaders were markedly different than those of the Chicago Declaration 

signers, or even mid-century conservative evangelicals. The new Christian Right focused 

instead almost exclusively on issues of sexual morality and religious freedom – especially 

the restriction of abortion rights and the rights of LGBTQ+ individuals, the reinstatement 

of state-sanctioned prayer in the public schools, and the decline of “traditional” family 

values and sexual morals.83 The concerns which had motivated the rise of progressive 
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evangelicalism – poverty, militarism, ecology, and racial and gender equality – were 

either neglected by the Christian Right, or, more commonly in an increasingly polarized 

political climate, seen as part of a “liberal agenda” that, in their view, was to blame for 

the moral and spiritual decline of American society. Their organizing prowess proved 

wildly effective among the majority of evangelicals, while around this same time, 

progressive evangelicals seemed to decline in cohesion, influence, and popular support.84 

As a result, over the last two decades of the twentieth-century, North American 

evangelicalism became almost entirely associated, in both perception and actuality, with 

the conservative politics of the Christian Right.85 

Various reasons have been put forth to explain the ascendancy of the Christian 

Right over progressive evangelicalism. David Swartz argues that the right-ward turn in 

evangelicalism coincided with an increasing fragmentation among the forces of the 

“evangelical left” due to tensions created by burgeoning identity politics in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s.86 It became increasingly difficult for progressively-minded white males, 
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evangelical feminists, racial reconcilers, anti-poverty crusaders, urban ministers, 

pacifists, and other minority or interest groups to see themselves as part of a broader 

coalition when their concerns seemed constantly to compete with one another for 

attention and resources. Swartz also notes that the growing use of abortion rights as a 

wedge issue by both the secular Left and the Religious Right left progressive 

evangelicals, most of whom were pro-life, without a clear political home or reliable 

fundraising base. Though they attempted to borrow the Catholic notion of a “consistent 

ethic of life” to connect anti-abortion with anti-war, anti-poverty, and anti-death penalty 

convications, such unconventional nuance was an ill-fit for the increasingly polarized 

nature of American politics in the 1980s and 1990s.87 Beyond the abortion issue, Molly 

Worthen also notes that progressive evangelicals failed to realize the depths of 

evangelical antipathy to radical social change and their commitment to free-market 

ideologies, thereby enabling their Christian Right opponents to successfully paint them as 

anti-American subversives and socialists.88 Axel Schäfer corroborates Worthen’s 

suggestion by providing a detailed account of various ways in which conservative 

evangelicals actively sought to marginalize progressive evangelicals during the late 1970s 

and throughout the 1980s.89 Swartz similarly documents the open ideological warfare that 

existed between the evangelical right and left – a war ultimately won, at least in the short 

term, by those on the right.90 For all of these reasons, many progressive evangelical 
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leaders and organizations remained relatively minor players within the evangelical world 

throughout the last quarter of the twentieth century – a time that Jim Wallis figuratively 

described as their “40 years in the wilderness.”91  

North Americans also seemed to lose interest in third-world integral mission 

theology after the early 1980s as some conservative evangelicals came to interpret it as a 

dangerous slide towards Communism, liberation theology, and the social gospel.92 When 

the Second International Congress on World Evangelization (Lausanne II) was held in 

Manila, Philippines in 1989, many perceived a deliberate effort on the part of its North 

American organizers to move the conversation away from integral mission, back to the 

primacy of evangelism alone.93 By the turn of the millennium, progressive American 

evangelicals Tom and Christine Sine would observe that “an integrated approach to 

mission has been losing ground in recent years… as a number of evangelicals in the 

United States have embraced a view of social responsibility shaped by the religious and 

political right that largely ignores social justice issues.”94 According to Tom Sine, by the 

late 1990s a deep disconnect had developed between more moderate, socially concerned 

mission organizations and colleges, and the broader, more socially conservative 
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“evangelical rank and file.”95 Many younger Emerging Christians were raised among this 

rank and file of the Christian Right, and the politically conservative assumptions they 

absorbed there provided the ideological context against which they would later react 

when their theological, social, and political views began to evolve.  

 
The Progressive Resurgence 

 
What pessimistic progressive leaders failed to see was that their own presence 

within evangelical colleges and mission organizations was already helping to produce a 

new generation of evangelicals who would bring their set of social concerns back to the 

forefront. Leaders from the first generation of progressive evangelicalism – Sider, Wallis, 

Campolo, Perkins, and others – continued to speak regularly at Christian colleges and 

youth rallies throughout the closing decades of the twentieth century. They taught at 

prominent evangelical colleges and seminaries – places like Eastern College in 

Philadelphia, Wheaton College in Illinois, Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, and elsewhere. 

And many went on to lead campus ministries and mission organizations where, like their 

1960s counterparts, they were able to introduce evangelical students to the realities of 

global poverty and social injustice through short term mission experiences. The relative 

impact compared to the earlier generation was exponentially increased, however. While 

annual short-term mission participants in the 1960s numbered in the thousands, by the 

first decade of the new millennium, conservative estimates were well over one million 
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short-term missionaries per year.96 Among those training to be future pastors and church 

leaders, over half of the Masters of Divinity students participating in a 2008 survey 

reported having gone on one or more short-term trips outside of the United States (with 

the percentage frequently much higher among those at evangelical seminaries). Thus, as 

the researchers noted, “America’s future pastoral leaders will have acquired many of their 

understandings of “social others” and of the wider world in the context of short-term 

mission trips.”97 However, given the extent to which short-term mission trips were 

increasingly common-place throughout the previous decades as well, it can be said that 

America’s pastoral leaders, including Emerging Church leaders, have already had their 

social views impacted by such experiences.98  

Such factors go a long way toward explaining the resurgence of progressive social 

concerns among evangelicals in the first decade of the twenty-first century. The 

theological and institutional groundwork laid by the earlier generation provided younger 

evangelicals at the turn of the millennium easier access to well-developed theologies and 

practices of both integral mission and progressive political action.99 When combined with 
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parallel influences from the broader culture – growing support in popular media and on 

college campuses for multiculturalism, environmentalism, gender equality, and LGBTQ 

rights throughout the 1990s – it is small wonder that younger evangelicals eventually 

began pushing back against the conservative political assumptions of the Christian Right. 

Since the late-1990s, more and more evangelical leaders of all stripes, not just 

those explicitly associated with progressive evangelicalism, have developed a new 

passion for progressive social concerns.100 Prominent megachurch pastors, for instance, 

from across the evangelical theological spectrum and across the country have called their 

followers to understand social justice and care for the poor as essential to the Christian 

gospel, and have instituted programs through their own churches to help them put that 

conviction into practice.101 This shift in concern among evangelical leaders can also be 

seen in a watershed document released by the National Association of Evangelicals in 

2005, For the Health of the Nation: An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility, calling 
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for “effective governmental programs and structural changes” toward a just economy, 

fairer trade and foreign policies aimed at reducing global poverty, support for human 

rights and religious liberty, encouragement for Christians to engage in practical 

peacemaking and for governments to restrain the use of military force, and a strong 

endorsement of environmental stewardship.102 This statement was followed by numerous 

others put out by the NAE and other groups of evangelical leaders in following years 

calling for similarly progressive social reforms.103 In 2008, for instance, over seventy 

prominent leaders signed the “Evangelical Manifesto: A Declaration of Evangelical 

Identity and Public Commitment,” calling for the “expansion of our concerns beyond 

single-issue politics, such as abortion and marriage, and a fuller recognition of the 

comprehensive causes and concerns of the Gospel” such as violence, racism, poverty, and 

pandemic diseases.104 These statements, with their calls for structural change and 

government intervention, as well as the acknowledgement that progressive social issues 

were not just peripheral but actually integral to “the Gospel,” were a far cry from the 

                                                           
102 “For the Health of the Nation: An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility,” in Toward an 

Evangelical Public Policy: Political Strategies for the Health of the Nation, eds. Ronald J. Sider and Diane 
Knippers (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005), 363-375.  

103 The NAE issued “An Evangelical Declaration Against Torture” in 2007 (“An Evangelical 
Declaration Against Torture: Protecting Human Rights in an Age of Terror,” accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.nae.net/ government-relations/endorsed-documents/409-an-evangelical-declaration-against-
torture-protecting-human-rights-in-an-age-of-terror), called for immigration reform to protect human 
dignity in 2009 (“Immigration 2009,” accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.nae.net/government-
relations/policy-resolutions/354-immigration-2009), and for lowering the national debt without abandoning 
commitments to the poor in 2011 (“Lowering the Debt, Raising the Poor 2011,” accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.nae.net/government-relations/policy-resolutions/541-lowering-the-debt-raising-the-poor-2011). 
Eight-six influential evangelical leaders also issued a statement in 2006 calling evangelicals to urgent 
action to mitigate anthropogenic climate change (Barbara Bradley Hagerty, “Evangelical Leaders Urge 
Action on Climate Change,” NPR, February 8, 2006, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.npr.org/2006/ 
02/08/5194527/evangelical-leaders-urge-action-on-climate-change). 

104 “An Evangelical Manifesto: A Declaration of Evangelical Identity and Public Commitment,” 
An Evangelical Manifesto, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.evangelicalmanifesto.com/. 



251 
 

conversion-focused political theology of Henry or Graham forty years prior, or the right-

wing activism of the decades immediately prior. They demonstrate both the long-term 

impact and the recent resurgence of integral mission theology and progressive social 

concerns within the evangelical community. 

Such attitudes did not remain solely among evangelical leaders. While traditional 

opposition to abortion and same-sex marriage remained high, by 2010 a large majority of 

evangelicals also supported tougher environmental protections (73 percent), and a 

majority favored additional government assistance for the poor (54 percent, versus 39 

percent opposed).105 As previously mentioned, hundreds of thousands of regular church-

goers were also being exposed to the realities of poverty, social injustice, and economic 

exploitation, both domestically and abroad, through short-term mission trips. By the early 

2000s it was rare to find any church that did not engage in some kind of ministry to the 

poor, and most churches were teaching that such concerns were central to the gospel.106 

Publishing trends also bear witness to the growing interest in social justice among 

evangelicals. The percentage of editorial articles in Christianity Today on social justice 
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/03/ chapter-4-social-and-political-attitudes/), and, in 2016, 80 percent of self-identified white evangelicals 
voted for Republican Donald Trump for president (Pew Research Center, “How the faithful voted: A 
preliminary 2016 analysis,” Pew Research Center, November 9, 2016, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/). 
Possible interpretations of this more recent data will be discussed in Chapter Six.  

106 LifeWay Research, for instance, found in 2012 that 90 percent of Protestant pastors said their 
churches had "mobilized its members to directly engage and care for the poor in their communities," up 
from 76 percent in 2009, and that 95 percent of pastors believed that “caring for the poor is mandated by 
the gospel” (Ed Stetzer, “New Research: Protestants Increase Involvement in Social Justice,” Christianity 
Today: The Exchange blog, October 9, 2013, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com 
/edstetzer/2013/ october/new-research-protestants-increase-involvement-in-social-jus.html).  
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and ecological concerns from 2005 to 2012 increased by more than half compared to the 

previous eight years and almost doubled during President Obama’s first term compared to 

the whole of George W. Bush’s presidency.107 One editorial in 2009 even responded to 

concerns that social justice work may be eclipsing evangelism by asserting that “there 

need not be such conflict,” quoting the Micah Network's Declaration on Integral Mission 

in support: "Justice and justification by faith, worship and political action, the spiritual 

and the material, personal change and structural change belong together. As in the life of 

Jesus, being, doing, and saying are at the heart of our integral task."108  

The opening decade of the twenty-first century (and beyond) also saw a slew of 

new books by evangelical publishers exhorting their readers toward social justice, 

environmental care, gender equality, and lifestyles of socially engaged discipleship.109 

Perhaps the single most influential book reintroducing a progressive faith perspective to 

evangelicals and to the national dialogue more broadly was Jim Wallis’ God’s Politics: 

Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It (2005), which remained on the 

                                                           
107 These percentages are based on an unpublished study by the author of political editorials in 

Christianity Today between 1989 and 2012. Using a two-tailed test comparing independent proportions (p-
value = 0.02), I found that the total percentage of editorials dealing with progressive issues (including the 
economy, concern for the poor and marginalized, care for the environment, minority issues and civil rights, 
and social justice more broadly) jumped from 23 percent between 1997-2004 to 36 percent between 2005-
2012. The bulk of this shift came during the first term of the Obama Administration. Progressive topics 
showed a statistically significant increase from 20 percent during each of George W. Bush’s two terms to 
39 percent during Obama’s first term (p-value = 0.05 on a two-tailed test). 

108 “A Unifying Vocation: Why development work and gospel work cannot be put asunder,” 
Christianity Today 53, no. 9 (September 2009): 25. 

109 Some of the most widely-read included Shane Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution: Living as 
an Ordinary Radical (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006); Rachel Held Evans, A Year of Biblical 
Womanhood (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012); Andrew Marin, Love Is an Orientation: Elevating the 
Conversation with the Gay Community (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009); Soong-Chan Rah, 
The Next Evangelicalism: Freeing the Church from Western Cultural Captivity (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2009); J. Matthew Sleeth, Serve God, Save the Planet: A Christian Call to Action 
(White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green, 2006). 
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New York Times Bestseller list for four months, garnering Wallis a great deal of media 

attention.110 Following closely on the heels of George W. Bush’s narrow reelection, 

Wallis spoke specifically to Christian peacemaking and care for the poor, offering a 

robust and historically grounded alternative to the Christian Right at a moment that was 

ripe for such perspectives as the American public grew increasingly critical of the 

administration’s policies and even conservative evangelicals began to distance 

themselves from the President.111 Readers and the media alike seemed fascinated by the 

contrast between Wallis’ progressive evangelicalism and the more common conservative 

variety represented by the President. Sojourners magazine and Wallis’ God’s Politics 

blog drew in waves of new readers, and Wallis soon became the de facto face of the 

religious left in the eyes of many. In the run-up to the 2008 election, the Democratic 

Party too began paying much closer attention to Wallis. He and his progressive 

evangelical colleagues played a prominent role in helping to elect Barack Obama and 

continued to be involved in the Obama White House after the election, highlighting the 

significant reorientation of evangelical political identity that was already underway, 

especially among younger generations.112 Though the Christian Right has certainly not 

                                                           
110 Jim Wallis, God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It (San 

Francisco: HarperCollins, 2005). Wallis notes in a follow-up book that in the years following the 
publication of God’s Politics, he had the opportunity to “speak directly to hundreds of thousands of people, 
reach millions more through media coverage, and have many conversations with America’s political 
leaders on both sides of the aisle” about peace and social justice (Jim Wallis, The Great Awakening: 
Reviving Faith & Politics in a Post-Religious Right America (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 33-34.) 

111 “Presidential Approval Ratings – George W. Bush,” Gallup, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.gallup.com/ poll/116500/presidential-approval-ratings-george-bush.aspx; Dan Cox, “Young 
White Evangelicals: Less Republican, Still Conservative,” Pew Research Center: Religion & Public Life, 
September 28, 2007, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/Politics-and-Elections/Young-
White-Evangelicals-Less-Republican-Still-Conservative.aspx; John Green, The Faith Factor: How 
Religion Influences American Elections (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007), 7; “Save the E-Word,” Christianity 
Today 50, no. 10 (October 2006), 39.  

112 Steven P. Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism: America’s Born-Again Years (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 150-59; Laurie Goodstein, “Obama Made Gains among Younger Evangelical 
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disappeared, particularly not after the recent election of Donald Trump, and the vast 

majority of evangelicals have not in fact shifted their allegiances to the Democratic Party, 

progressive evangelicals still have been able to make their presence felt like never before. 

For many younger evangelicals, and especially those within the ECM, Wallis’ book 

served as welcome revelation that a long-standing progressive evangelical tradition 

existed for them to join. As more and more did so, Wallis and others in his generation of 

progressive evangelicals soon found that they were no longer just lone voices crying in 

the wilderness. 

 
The ECM’s Turn towards Social Justice 

 
The Emerging Church Movement has played a key role in this resurgence of 

progressive evangelicalism. Indeed, the rise of the ECM and the reemergence of 

evangelical progressivism happened so simultaneously, and involved so many of the 

same personalities, that it is hard to draw clear lines of demarcation between the two 

trends. While the earlier generation of progressive evangelicals – Tony Campolo, René 

Padilla, John Perkins, Tom Sine, Jim Wallis, and the rest – did not themselves directly 

identify with the ECM, they frequently served as mentors and influences on the younger 

generation of ECM leaders, coauthored books with ECM writers, spoke at and helped to 

organize many ECM events, and, in turn, often invited these Emerging leaders into their 

own organizations.113 Such established streams of progressive evangelicalism, both in the 

                                                           
Voters, Data Show,” New York Times, November 7, 2008; Ronald Eric Matthews, Jr. and Michele A. 
Gilbert, Obamagelicals: How the Right Turned Left (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars, 
2010). 

113 Brian McLaren, for instance, served on the board of Sojourners for a number of years. New 
monastic leader Shane Claiborne was invited by John Perkins himself to serve on the board of directors for 
the CCDA, and Claiborne, who was mentored by Tony Campolo while a student at Eastern University near 
Philadelphia, also co-founded Red Letter Christians with Campolo. Also see the list of contributors to the 
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United States and among third-world Christians, would play a significant role in shaping 

the ECM as it developed. 

For their part, Emerging Church leaders helped to encourage a deconstructive 

attitude, born from their postmodern posture of epistemic humility, that gave many 

wavering conservative evangelicals permission to question the political priorities of the 

Christian Right. Likewise, as the ECM engaged with missional ecclesiology, the neo-

Anabaptist social ethics of Hauerwas and Yoder, and the kingdom theology of Willard 

and Wright, many in the ECM soon learned to emphasize the kingdom of God as a lived 

reality in the present world, one that challenged societal systems of domination, 

exploitation, and violence.114 As they fleshed out the meaning of this kingdom-

commitment, ECM participants frequently connected their new theological insights to 

potential political implications within their twenty-first century American context. 

President Bush’s preemptive war in Iraq, which began in March 2003, served as a 

particularly catalyzing event for many Emerging evangelicals in their reexamination of 

the militaristic nationalism often endorsed by the Christian Right.115 Engagement with 

this developing kingdom theology in light of pressing current political issues helped to 

spurs such conversations among the broader evangelical community as well, and made 

natural allies of Emerging Christians and the older generation of progressive evangelical 

leaders. Increasingly those in the ECM would turn to such elders for guidance in applying 

                                                           
Red Letter Christians website which includes many voices from ECM (“The RLC Network,” Red Letter 
Christians, accessed February 9, 2017, https://www.redletterchristians.org/people/). 

114 Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Communities in 
Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 47-49. 

115 Bruce Ellis Benson and Peter Goodwin Heltzel, eds., Evangelicals and Empire: Christian 
Alternatives to the Political Status Quo (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2008), 11-15. 
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their abstract kingdom theologies to practical social and political action in their local 

communities and in the broader society.  

 
The New Monastics 

One of the earliest mentoring relationships between the older generation and new 

Emerging leaders was Tony Campolo’s role in the origins of the new monastic 

movement. A progressive evangelical leader since the 1970s, Campolo is known for 

founding the Evangelical Association for the Promotion of Education to help “at-risk” 

young people in the inner cities. He has also been a well-known author, speaker, and 

social activist in evangelical circles for many decades, and was a counselor to President 

Bill Clinton in the late-1990s. Through his position as a professor of sociology at Eastern 

College (now Eastern University), an evangelical American Baptist school in the suburbs 

of Philadelphia, Campolo helped the school gain a reputation for openness toward more 

progressive social issues.116 Campolo’s presence and influence at Eastern would in turn 

inspire several key pioneers of the new monastic movement who studied there in the late-

1990s and early-2000s, including some of its most recognizable leaders. Most significant 

has been his friendship with Shane Claiborne, the most prominent leader of the new 

monastics, with whom Campolo has had an ongoing mentoring relationship since 

Claiborne’s time as a student at Eastern in the mid-1990s.117  

                                                           
116 It should be noted that Ron Sider, founder of Evangelicals for Social Action, has also taught at 

Eastern for the past several decades and, alongside Campolo, has likewise helped shaped the social justice 
orientation of that institution.  

117 Claiborne, Irresistible Revolution, 117-126; Shane Claiborne, interview by author, Austin, TX, 
September 29, 2016; Cassie Haw, Facebook message to author, September 9, 2016. Prominent new 
monastic Eastern alumni include Shane Claiborne, Jonathan and Leah Wilson-Hartgrove, and Chris and 
Cassie Haw. 
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The new monastic movement began in the late-1990s as groups of young, white, 

middle-class evangelicals were motivated to leave behind their lives of privilege and live 

in religiously ordered communities (that is, with rhythms and rules of regular spiritual 

practice) with and among the urban poor – what they called “the abandoned places of 

Empire.”118 The original catalyzing event occurred 1996 when Shane Claiborne and a 

handful of other students from Eastern College, many of whom had been influenced by 

Campolo’s teaching, were moved to stand in solidarity with a group of African American 

families from the inner-city Kensington neighborhood who were being evicted from an 

abandoned Catholic church in which they had taken up residence. This collection of 

students eventually evolved into a permanent residential community in the Kensington 

neighborhood called The Simple Way. There they seek to live as “part of a family [with 

their urban neighbors] where rich and poor share together so that the rich are no longer 

rich and the poor are no longer poor.”119 The Simple Way and other communities like it 

do not emphasize social programs or services, but simply sharing life and resources 

together with their neighbors. The Simple Way, especially through the speaking and 

writing of its remaining founding member, Shane Claiborne, drew (and continues to 

draw) frequent visitors seeking to experience their lifestyle and imitate their methods. 

They have since inspired dozens of similar communities nationwide, including, most 

notably, the Rutba House in Durham, North Carolina, founded in 2003 by Eastern grads 

                                                           
118 Margaret M. McKenna, “Mark 1: Relocation to Abandoned Places of Empire,” in School(s) for 

Conversion: 12 Marks of a New Monasticism, ed. The Rutba House (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2005), 
10-25. 

119 Wilson-Hartgrove, Free to Be Bound, 64-65. 
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Jonathan and Leah Wilson-Hartgrove, and the Camden House in Camden, New Jersey, 

founded that same year by Chris and Cassie Haw, also Eastern alumni.120   

Not content only to live as neighbors with the urban poor, the new monastics also 

became known for a kind of playful, prophetic activism as they spoke out in creative 

ways against the three-fold sins of “militarism, racism, and materialism.”121 In 2003, at 

the outset of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Claiborne, along with Jonathan and Leah Wilson-

Hartgrove, at the time members of The Simple Way, traveled to Baghdad with a Christian 

Peacemaker Team in order to show solidarity with the Iraqi people in opposition to the 

war. In Claiborne’s words, they went to tell the Iraqi people that “God loves you, I love 

you, and if my country bombs your country, I will be right here with you.”122 Closer to 

home, Claiborne and his community have engaged in numerous acts of civil disobedience 

(what they like to call “holy mischief”) to protest unjust laws targeting the poor and 

minorities. When the city of Philadelphia passed ordinances aimed at restricting the 

visibility of the homeless population, making it illegal to panhandle, lie down on 

sidewalks, sleep in parks, or distribute food in public, Claiborne and his community 

organized public pizza-party communion services for the homeless, slept outdoors with 

them, and got arrested alongside them to call greater attention to their plight and to help 

                                                           
120 The Simple Way story can be found in Shane Claiborne’s book The Irresistible Revolution (55-

67), and in Rob Moll’s article “The New Monasticism,” Christianity Today, September 2, 2005, accessed 
February 9, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/september/16.38.html. For a map and list of 
new monastic communities worldwide, visit http://www.communityofcommunities.info/. 

121 Chris Rice, “Mark 4: Lament for Racial Divisions Within the Church and Our Communities 
Combined with the Active Pursuit of a Just Reconciliation,” in School(s) for Conversion, 60, 66-67. 

122 Claiborne, Irresistible Revolution, 367. See also, Greg Barrett, The Gospel of Rutba: War, 
Peace, and the Good Samaritan Story in Iraq (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2012); Shane Claiborne, Iraq 
Journal 2003 (Indianapolis: Doulos Christou Press, 2006); Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, To Baghdad and 
Beyond: How I Got Born Again in Babylon (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2005). 
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overturn the laws.123 A few years later, in 2002, Claiborne, along with representatives 

from dozens of communities similar to his own, staged a “Wall Street Jubilee,” festively 

distributing $20,000 in coins and small bills from the steps of the New York Stock 

Exchange, declaring that they were “working together to give birth to a new society 

within the shell of the old.”124 On other occasions, Claiborne and his new monastic 

collaborators have been arrested for holding Good Friday prayer services at the Lockheed 

Martin headquarters in protest of that company’s global arms dealing, and for staging sit-

ins at a notorious gun shop in Philadelphia.125 In December 2005, Claiborne was again 

arrested, on the steps of the U.S. Capitol building while protesting George W. Bush’s 

budget proposal raising defense spending while cutting funding for the poor – this time 

together with elder progressive evangelicals like Tony Campolo, John Perkins, Ron 

Sider, and Jim Wallis, as well as fellow Emerging leader Brian McLaren, as well as over 

one hundred other religious leaders.126 Through these forms of creative, non-violent 

direct action, Claiborne and the other new monastics demonstrate their desire to live not 

just as secular social activists, but as prophetic, progressive evangelicals motivated by 

faith to realize in small ways their vision of the coming kingdom of God.  

Appropriating the term “new monasticism” from Jonathan R. Wilson’s 1998 

book, Living Faithfully in a Fragmented World, over sixty new monastic leaders gathered 

                                                           
123 Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution, 232-37; Moll, “The New Monasticism,” 42-43. 

124 Claiborne, Irresistible Revolution, 186-89. 

125 Shane Claiborne and John M. Perkins, Follow Me to Freedom: Leading and Following as an 
Ordinary Radical (Ventura, CA: Gospel Light, 2009), 139-40. 

126 Frank James, “‘Christmas scandal’ outcry,” Chicago Tribune, December 15, 2005, accessed 
February 9, 2017, http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2005-12-15/news/0512150220_1_tax-cuts-rev-jim-
wallis-merry-christmas; Claiborne and Perkins, Follow Me to Freedom, 137. 
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in North Carolina in June 2004 to write a voluntary rule for their various communities.127 

These communities outlined twelve marks of the new monasticism:  

1. Relocation to the abandoned places of Empire. 
2. Sharing economic resources with fellow community members and the needy 

among us. 
3. Hospitality to the stranger. 
4. Lament for racial divisions within the church and our communities combined 

with the active pursuit of a just reconciliation. 
5. Humble submission to Christ’s body, the church. 
6. Intentional formation in the way of Christ and the rule of the community 

along the lines of the old novitiate. 
7. Nurturing common life among members of intentional community. 
8. Support for celibate singles alongside monogamous married couples and 

their children. 
9. Geographical proximity to community members who share a common rule of 

life. 
10. Care for the plot of God’s earth given to us along with support of our local 

economies. 
11. Peacemaking in the midst of violence and conflict resolution within 

communities along the lines of Matthew 18. 
12. Commitment to a disciplined contemplative life.128 

 
Though each new monastic community has its own distinct character and pattern of life 

for enacting these values, these twelve marks provide a clear picture of the guiding 

passions the new monastic movement brings to the broader discourse of the ECM. 

New monastics claim many influences, drawing inspiration and much guidance 

from other ministers among the poor, especially the Catholic Worker movement, the 

Christian Community Development Association, and evangelical missionary 

communities in the third-world like Word Made Flesh or InnerChange. They have also 

                                                           
127 Jonathan R. Wilson, Living Faithfully in a Fragmented World: Lessons for the Church from 

MacIntyre's After Virtue (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press, 1998). Jonathan Wilson is actually the father of 
Leah Wilson-Hartgrove and later published an updated version of Living Faithfully in 2010, subtitled From 
After Virtue to a New Monasticism, acknowledging the book’s impact, via his daughter and son-in-law, on 
the new monastic movement. 

128 Rutba House, School(s) for Conversion, xii-xiii.  
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looked to other Christian experiments in communal living, many with beginnings in the 

Jesus People movement of the 1960s and 70s, as well as those like Koinonia Farm in 

Americus, Georgia that have their roots in pre-Civil Rights era efforts for racial 

integration and reconciliation, or to Anabaptist communities like the Bruderhof and Reba 

Place Fellowship. Further back, they look to the historical examples of the Desert 

Mothers and Fathers in the early church, St. Francis and his followers during the Middle 

Ages, the early Anabaptist communities of the sixteenth century, and the underground 

slave churches of antebellum America.129 As Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, a key 

spokesperson for the new monastics, puts it, “If new monasticism is a movement, it’s 

much more like a river that we fell into than a march that we helped to organize.”130 

Through the new monastics, all of these predecessors, both historical and contemporary, 

have entered the broader Emerging discourse as well, significantly shaping the evolution 

of the movement as other Emerging leaders likewise draw on their examples and 

influences. 

Many of these new monastic communities also soon connected themselves to the 

racial reconciliation work of John Perkins and his Christian Community Development 

Association (CCDA), providing yet another avenue of influence between earlier and 

younger generations of progressive evangelicals. Perkins first heard of The Simple Way 

in the early 2000s and soon came to see their community first hand. Claiborne himself 

recalls having already read and been inspired by Perkins’ 1976 memoir of his own 

                                                           
129 “Editor’s Preface,” in School(s) for Conversion, viii-ix. See also, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, 

New Monasticism: What it has to Say to Today’s Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2008), 26-31. 

130 Wilson-Hartgrove, New Monasticism, 26. 
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ministry and civil rights work in Mississippi in the 1960s.131 Not long after their first 

meeting, Perkins invited Claiborne to serve on the CCDA’s board of directors.132 

According to Perkins, Claiborne and his neo-monastic colleagues embody the same 

vision for reconciliation and community development that drives the CCDA, and offer a 

hope for passing along its mission to a younger generation. For his part, Claiborne 

describes Perkins as a mentor whose leadership Claiborne was eager to follow.133 Both 

Claiborne and others have emphasized that Perkins’ vision for the beloved community, 

and especially his 3-R’s method (Relocation, Redistribution and Reconciliation), has 

significantly informed the new monastic approach to intentional community.134 

Black theology and black spiritual leadership continue to shape the new monastics 

through other channels as well. Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, for instance, returned to his 

native North Carolina to attend Duke Divinity School after his time with The Simple 

Way. There he and his wife Leah helped founded the Rutba House, a new monastic 

community in a multi-ethnic neighborhood of Durham. Wilson-Hartgrove specifically 

credits what he dubs “the Mt. Level School of Theology” as particularly inspirational to 

him in pursuing this path of new monasticism, consisting of three black theologians then 

at Duke Divinity School – Willie Jennings, William Turner, Jr., and J. Kameron Carter – 

who each attended Mt. Level Baptist Church where Turner himself serves as pastor. 

Their teachings and writings, which draw important connections between the theological 

                                                           
131 John Perkins, Let Justice Roll Down (Glendale, CA: G/L Books, 1976). 

132 Because of Claiborne’s busy speaking schedule, he has since moved to the board of advisors. 

133 Claiborne and Perkins, Follow Me to Freedom, 13-15. 

134 Shane Claiborne, interview by author, April 12, 2011; Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, email 
message to author, April 15, 2011. See also, Wilson-Hartgrove, New Monasticism, 30-31. 
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constructions of race and historic dislocations from embodied identities rooted in 

particular places, have informed the new monastic commitment to long-term, 

incarnational presence in local communities.135  

Wilson-Hartgrove has also been closely mentored by two other prominent black 

leaders. He names local Civil Rights leader Ann Atwater, a community organizer in 

Durham since the 1960s who worked alongside Martin Luther King, Jr., as both a 

personal friend and his “mother in the faith and in the movement.”136 Wilson-Hartgrove 

also credits the Reverend Dr. William Barber II, president of the North Carolina NAACP 

and nationally recognized leader of the Moral Mondays civil rights movement in that 

state, with first opening his eyes as a teenager to the realities of race in the South.137 Their 

influence, along with Perkins’ 3-R’s, are what inspired Wilson-Hartgrove and his wife 

Leah to follow the path of relocation to an African American neighborhood, to join a 

black church, and to submit to local black leadership in their pursuit of racial 

reconciliation and social justice. Wilson-Hartgrove also eventually became an associate 

minister at the predominantly African American St. Johns Baptist Church in Durham. In 

that position he has been able to act as a supporting partner to Reverend Barber in the 

                                                           
135 J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); 

Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2010); William Clair Turner Jr., Preaching that Makes the Word Plain: Doing 
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136 Wilson-Hartgrove, Free to Be Bound, 18. See also, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, God’s 
Economy: Redefining the Health & Wealth Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 26-29. For Ann 
Atwater’s own story, see Osha Gray Davidson, The Best of Enemies: Race and Redemption in the New 
South (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Caroline Press, 2007). 

137 Barber is also noted for delivering an electrifying speech at the 2016 Democratic National 
Convention (Janell Ross, “The Rev. William Barber dropped the mic,” The Washington Post, July 28 2016, 
accessed February 9, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/07/28/the-rev-william-
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Moral Mondays movement and has also helped introduce Moral Mondays to the ECM 

more widely by inviting Barber to speak at the Wild Goose Festival which meets 

annually in North Carolina.138 Influences of this sort among the new monastics have 

provided a direct route for black theology and the black civil rights tradition to enter the 

discourse of both new monasticism and the ECM, greatly informing their move toward 

progressive politics. 

The playful energy and winsomeness of the new monastic movement, along with 

their deliberate engagement with more deeply rooted traditions of socially engaged 

Christianity, have served as a significant catalyst for the resurgence of progressive social 

concerns among younger evangelicals and especially within the ECM. Claiborne and 

other new monastics have been connected with other Emerging leaders since the late-

1990s through friendships, conferences, and ministry collaborations, and a number of 

new monastic leaders have been involved with other Emerging groups like Emerging 

Village.139 Their example has also inspired many other Emerging congregations to 

experiment with similarly ordered intentional communities in various ways and to 

varying degrees. The new monastic influence on the ECM and on evangelicals more 

                                                           
138 William J. Barber II and Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, The Third Reconstruction: Moral 

Mondays, Fusion Politics, and the Rise of a New Justice Movement (Boston: Beacon, 2016); Jonathan 
Wilson-Hartgrove, “Arrests Resume as Moral Movement Continues,” The Everyday Awakening (blog), 
April 30, 2015, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jonathanwilsonhartgrove 
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139 Clint Kemp, for instance, has related that Shane Claiborne was present at early planning 
meetings in the late-1990s along with himself, Mark Driscoll, Rick McKinley, David Nicholas, Doug 
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broadly was especially amplified in 2006 with the publication of Claiborne’s first book, 

The Irresistible Revolution, highlighting The Simple Way story along with many of their 

more dramatic adventures in social activism. It sold more than 300,000 copies and 

Claiborne soon became a highly-sought after speaker, providing another major source of 

inspiration for the progressive resurgence among evangelicals.140 

It must be noted that the new monastic movement is not wholly synonymous with 

the ECM, though the two movements share a great deal of overlap among its leadership, 

audience, events, institutional networks, channels of communication, and topics of 

discourse. Though some new monastics would currently eschew the “Emerging” label, as 

Shane Claiborne did in a blog post for Sojourners in 2010, few would wholly condemn 

the movement or disavow their connections to it.141 Even the need for this more recent 

distancing, however, shows how closely the two movements were related in the 

perception of both participants and critics. Even while declining to apply the label 

directly to himself, Claiborne still acknowledged his friendships, conversations, and 

associations with other Emerging leaders, and affirmed the impulses of discontent and 

desire to reimagine evangelicalism that define and motivate the ECM. Thus, rather than 

                                                           
140 Wes Markofski agrees, asserting that the new monastics have been instrumental in producing a 

“significant political transformation that is undermining conservative evangelicalism’s long-standing 
hegemony over [the broader evangelical movement],” moving the “political center of gravity of twenty-
first-century evangelicalism… leftward – particularly among young evangelicals” (Wes Markofski, New 
Monasticism and the Transformation of American Evangelicalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 286-87). Sales figure for The Irresistible Revolution found on the back cover of the 10th Anniversary 
Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016). 

141 Shane Claiborne, “The Emerging Church Brand: The Good, the Bad, and the Messy,” 
Sojourners, April 13, 2010, accessed February 9, 2017, https://sojo.net/articles/emerging-church-brand-
good-bad-and-messy. In an interview with the author (Austin, TX, 29 September 2016), Claiborne clarified 
that his primary reason for distancing himself from the label was the perceived lack of racial diversity 
within the ECM at that time, and noted that he has since remained in close relationship with other ECM 
leaders, inviting many of them to contribute to the Red Letter Christians project founded by himself and 
Tony Campolo. 
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defining the new monastics as a distinct movement, as some scholars have done, it is 

perhaps more accurate to say that while Claiborne and the new monastics were, from the 

beginning, among the core conversation partners in the ECM’s community of discourse, 

as criticism of the Emerging movement escalated, they increasingly found it detrimental 

to their own particular concerns to be seen in too close relation with the broader 

movement.142 Having never explicitly embraced the “Emerging” label for themselves, 

though still participating in the Emerging discourse, they were more easily able to avoid 

the label when that language became unhelpful.  

Nevertheless, it is not possible to fully grasp the social concerns of the ECM or its 

connection to earlier generations of progressive evangelicals without understanding the 

impact of the new monastics. Their influence was felt through the presence of new 

monastic leaders in community and conversation with other Emerging Christians, their 

collaboration with groups like Emergent Village for events like the P.A.P.A. (People 

Against Poverty and Apathy) festivals and the Wild Goose Festival, and through the wide 

circulation of new monastic ideas within the ECM’s discourse by way of books, blogs, 

                                                           
142 Wes Markofski has recently argued that the new monastics should be seen as a separate 

movement from the ECM (Markofski, New Monasticism, 76-77). I believe, however, that he greatly 
overstates the degree of distinction between the “origins, movement leaders, institutional networks, 
position-takings, and trajectories,” as well as “social-political contexts” and “conversation partners” of the 
new monastics and those more unambiguously identified as part of the ECM. There is a great deal of 
commonality and overlap in each of these areas, much more than Markofski acknowledges. For this reason, 
I argue that the new monastics should still be considered to be within the ECM’s community of discourse, 
even if the two movements do not overlap entirely. 

Markofski’s sharp distinction may be due, in part, to his overly narrow definition and description 
of the ECM, drawing on textual analysis from only a handful of books, and responding to only one 
anthropological study of the ECM – James Bielo’s book focusing on Emerging evangelicals in only one 
geographical region who were primarily reacting evangelical megachurches. As has been seen, however, 
this was not the sole extent or even the primary focus of the ECM’s broader protest against evangelicalism. 
This narrow scope also possibly accounts for Markofski’s odd and demonstrably false assertion that the 
Emerging Church reacts only against megachurch evangelicalism but not the Christian Right, but that neo-
monastics react against them both (121-22). 
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and speaking events.143 This influence assisted in making social justice activism and 

incarnational community among the poor hallmarks of the Emerging Church itself. 

 
Influences from the Global South 

The progressive political turn of the Emerging Church Movement also was 

shaped by direct exposure to the integral mission theology of the Latin American 

Theological Fellowship and to postcolonial Christian perspectives from Africa and other 

parts of the global south. The former first occurred through a series of small annual 

gatherings for emerging leaders known as La Mesa. Beginning in the early 2000s and 

recurring annually for several years afterwards, these were convened in the Bahamas by 

Clint Kemp of New Providence Community Church in Nassau to bring together key 

ECM leaders from the United States.144 They were joined by Latin American church 

leaders who had already begun organizing their own network, La Red del Camino para 

La Misión Integral (RdC), to promote the practice of integral mission in their contexts.145 

At these gatherings many prominent ECM leaders first became aware of the pioneering 

theological work done by Latin American evangelicals before them and were able to 

introduce integral mission concepts into the Emerging Church’s conversation back in the 

                                                           
143 “About PAPA Fest,” PAPA festival, accessed February 8, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web 

/20121210205543/http://papafestival.org/about.htm; Julia Duin, “PAPA Festival highlights Christianity, 
anarchism and community spirit,” The Washington Post Magazine, September 1, 2011, accessed February 
8, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/papa-festival-highlights-christianity-
anarchism-and-community-spirit/2011/08/03/gIQAFYGmuJ_story.html?utm_term=.8891ae8aa08e. 

144 As already noted above, these leaders included Rob Bell, Shane Claiborne, Darin Petersen, Lisa 
and Mark Scandrette, Leonard Sweet, and Tom and Dee Yaccino, along with René Padilla and various 
others (Clint Kemp, email message to the author, October 17, 2015). 

145 Juan Jose Barreda Toscano and Dee Yaccino, “Emergence in the Americas: Points of 
Convergence between Latin American and North American Emerging Church Networks,” in Crossing 
Boundaries, Redefining Faith: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on the Emerging Church Movement, edited 
by Michael Clawson and April Stace (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016), 215-236. 
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United States, both through their own teaching and by hosting and partnering with RdC 

leaders.146  

By 2004 Emergent was also beginning to reorient to focus more on justice issues 

as well. Progressive evangelical leaders like Tony Campolo and Jim Wallis were invited 

to speak at the 2004 Emergent Conventions. Tony Jones recalls their presence there as 

having a “big effect” on the movement, marking a definitive turning point toward justice 

issues within the ECM.147 Later that year, at the end of August, the Emergent Board of 

Directors met in Chicago to discuss the future of the organization. In their report from the 

meeting, they acknowledged that, with the help of partnering Emerging Church networks 

in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, the Emerging discourse in the U.S. was shifting away 

from conversation about postmodernism toward an emphasis on postcolonialism:  

We believe that postcolonial is a better, richer, more all-encompassing way to 
frame many of the issues we are grappling with. So, we are convinced that any 
theological conversation that doesn’t include global south and north as partners 
simply perpetuates colonial, modern, Euro-American Christianity. The global 
north/west needs to learn from the global south/east, and we want to link 
emerging leaders for that conversation and friendship. We have been working on 
this side of things for a couple of years, but we felt the time had come to shift 
significant resources in this direction. 

While a conversation centered on postmodernity can too easily be abstract 
and theoretical, a shift toward postcolonial thinking inevitably forces us to grapple 
with issues of justice – economics, politics, oppression, militarism, peacemaking, 
empire, racial and ethnic hatred, environmental degradation, global warming, etc. 
Especially here in America, where American colonialism may thwart post-

                                                           
146 Tom and Dee Yaccino, interview with the author, Barrington, IL, June 20, 2014; Darin 

Petersen, interview by author, Ben Lomond, CA, September 26, 2015.  The RdC eventually formed the Del 
Camino Connection to help build partnerships between the RdC and North American churches and leaders 
(http://delcaminoconnection.org/). As just one instance of when these partnerships have directly influenced 
the North American ECM, representatives from the RdC spoke at the 2005 Kairos Gathering in western 
Maryland promoted by Emergent and attended by a number of ECM participants (“An Overview of the 
Kairos Gathering,” Emergent-US (blog), April 3, 205, accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergent-
us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/04/ an_overview_of_.html.) 

147 Tony Jones, email message to author, November 10, 2011; Michael Toy, “main session #1 – 
jim wallis,” The Lingering Lemon of Death (blog), May 19, 2004, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://toyblog.typepad.com/lemon/2004/05/ main_session_1_.html. 
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colonialism in favor of a neo-colonialism, we need to grapple intensely with 
issues of global justice – for our own sake, and the sake of the world. No less, we 
need to grapple with issues of urban justice here in America, and all the moral, 
social, economic and political realities that our cities face. Here we desperately 
need input from our mainline and Roman Catholic sisters and brothers who have 
by and large been more attuned to these issues than many of our evangelical 
friends. And we need to partner and learn from those evangelicals who have been 
at the forefront of justice issues for many years.148 

 
As they went on to explain, this realization was rooted in their prior theological shift 

toward missional ecclesiology. “This concern for justice – for the good of God’s world in 

history, for God’s will to be done on earth as in heaven – is at the heart of what the word 

“missional” means. It would be a radical betrayal of our vision for us to unwittingly 

encourage the church to be preoccupied with itself and its own welfare to the neglect of 

being a blessing to God’s beloved world.”149  

In subsequent years, Emergent and others in the ECM would in fact take steps to 

learn from mainline, Catholic, and progressive evangelical pioneers in social justice, as 

well as Christians from the global south and east – repeatedly partnering with leaders and 

organizations from these spheres for conferences, ministries, and advocacy efforts. Only 

a year later, a follow-up report by Brian McLaren from the Emergent leadership summit 

would celebrate that concerns for peace and justice had continued to rise in importance 

among their community and reiterate that such concerns were based in missional 

theology: “The idea of missionality that has become so important to us means that God 

                                                           
148 Emergent Board of Directors, “Emergent Present,” Jason Clark (blog), October 25, 2004, 

accessed February 9, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20041213093408/http://emergent.typepad.com 
/jasonclark/2004/10/emergent_presen.html. This meeting was attended by Board members Tim Keel, Brian 
McLaren, and Doug Pagitt, Cohorts Coordinator Tim Conder, international partner Jason Clark of 
Emergent-UK, and executive assistant Laci Scott (Emergent Board of Directors, “Emergent Past” Jason 
Clark (blog), October 23, 2004, accessed February 9, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20041213092232 
/http://emergent.typepad.com/jasonclark/2004/10/emergent_past.html). 

149 “Emergent Present.” 
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cares for our world; God is not just interested in helping some of us escape it to a pleasant 

hereafter so all our troubles are "left behind."  Our call is to join the "missio dei" in doing 

justice and loving kindness as we walk humbly with God.”150 McLaren also emphasized, 

however, that “These emerging priorities don't minimize previous concerns – about 

worship and liturgy, about evangelism, about new forms and approaches to church, about 

the need to grapple with issues of modernity and postmodernity.  But in many ways - in 

my opinion at least - they point to a telos beyond ourselves and show why those previous 

concerns truly matter.” In other words, for McLaren, as for many other Emerging 

Christians, their growing efforts around social justice were intimately intertwined with 

their prior concerns about ecclesiology and epistemology, and with their experimental 

practices of worship and personal devotion. 

This reorientation toward postcolonial perspectives and justice issues in the ECM 

came about in part through Brian McLaren’s own experiences as he himself was exposed 

to third world perspectives from Christians in the global south. Such concerns were not 

new for McLaren. Through his time in the hippie youth culture in the 1970s he had 

learned to care about issues of poverty, civil rights, and environmentalism.151 He recalls 

also being influenced later, as a young pastor, by the example of more socially 

progressive Christian communities like Gordon Cosby’s widely influential Church of the 

Savior and Jim Wallis’ Sojourners community, both of which were in close proximity to 

                                                           
150 Brian McLaren, “Brian McLaren Reflects on the Emergent Summit,” emergent-us (blog), June 

29, 2005, accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/brian_mclaren 
_r.html. 

151 Brian McLaren, interview with the author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2016. 
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McLaren’s own church in the Washington DC area.152 He began to wonder whether the 

evangelical gospel, as he understood it, had anything to say to such social issues, but 

these questions were placed on the back-burner as he became immersed in local pastoral 

ministry during the 1980s and 1990s, resurfacing only later as he began to grapple more 

intensely with the impact of postmodernity on his faith.153 McLaren describes a 

breakthrough moment during one of his early trips to Africa, which he began to take 

regularly after an invitation to speak there in May 2004. In conversation with Mabiala 

Kenzo, a Congolese theologian of Twa descent, he realized that postmodern and 

postcolonial were simply “two parts of one emerging global conversation”:  

He helped me realize that postmodernity was a key term in a conversation among 
the excessively confident [in the West], trying to understand and undermine their 
own colonial culture’s confidence-mania and uncertainty-phobia… [and] that 
postcolonial was a key term in a parallel conversation among those who had been 
dominated and colonized by the excessively confident… They didn’t start with 
philosophical questions of truth and epistemology, but rather with social questions 
of justice, morality and power.154 
 

                                                           
152 On the broad influence of Cosby and Church of the Savior, begun in 1947 as one of the first 

interracial churches in the still-segregated D.C. area, see Lily Percy, “Pastor, Mentor And Social Activist: 
Remembering Gordon Cosby,” All Things Considered, 4:10, April 14, 2014, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.npr.org/2013/04/14/177218091/pastor-mentor-and-social-activist-remembering-gordon-cosby. 
This program quotes both Jim Wallis and Brian McLaren remembering Cosby’s influence on them. 
Another remembrance of Cosby explicitly credits his ministry with foreshadowing “both the missional and 
emergent church movements” (Robert Dilday, “Activist pastor Gordon Cosby dies,” Associated Baptist 
Press, March 21, 2013, accessed February 9, 2017, https://baptistnews.com/article /activist-pastor-gordon-
cosby-dies/# .WDiyLvkrJPa). See also, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, “Remembering Gordon Cosby (1917-
2013),” The Everyday Awakening (blog), March 20, 2013, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs /jonathanwilsonhartgrove/2013/03/remembering-gordon-cosby-1918-2013/. 
These and other connections show that the Church of the Savior did not just foreshadow, but in fact directly 
influenced aspects of the ECM, especially in regards to holistic mission and social justice.  

153 Brian D. McLaren, Everything Must Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution of Hope 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 11-12, 43-44. Burson, Brian McLaren in Focus, 65. 

154 Brian McLaren, “Reflection on Postcolonial Friendship,” in Evangelical Postcolonial 
Conversations, eds. Kay Higuera Smith, Jayachitra Lalitha, and L. Daniel Hawk (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2014), 13-14. Kenzo is the president of the Evangelical Community of the Alliance in the 
Congo. 
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McLaren would later emphasize the significance of Kenzo’s influence on his work, as 

well as “other Africans like Kwame Bediako and Lamin Sanneh, Native Americans like 

Randy Woodley and Richard Twiss, feminist theologians like Rita Nakashima Brock and 

Sallie McFague, Latino and Asian theologians like Leonardo Boff and Peter Phan, gay 

theologians like Yvette Flunder and Dale Martin, and African Americans like James 

Cone, and of course, Dr. King.” These “subaltern” voices helped awaken him to “the 

various forms of power and privilege” he had inherited as “a white, American, male 

Christian.”155 At least partially through McLaren, these voices would come to influence 

the broader Emerging Church Movement as well. 

The answer to McLaren’s question about the relevance of the Christian gospel to 

these postcolonial issues of justice and power also came by way of personal relationships 

with the founders of Latin American integral mission theology. McLaren first became 

aware of integral mission ideas in the 1970s through reports on the Lausanne gathering 

and its section on Christian Social Responsibility.156 He was reminded of these ideas 

again when the Latin American theologian René Padilla’s daughter Elisa attended his 

church in Maryland from 2002-2004.157 While there, she challenged him to address issues 

of economic justice more substantially from the pulpit than he had been doing and 

eventually introduced McLaren to her father. The elder Padilla invited McLaren to travel 

                                                           
155 Ibid., 14. 

156 McLaren, Padilla, Seeber, The Justice Project, 14. McLaren sees the contemporary ECM as, in 
part, a fulfillment of that earlier vision, suggesting that, despite the lukewarm reception among American 
evangelicals after Lausanne, the time may have finally arrived for “a global, Christ-centered, cross-
confessional, justice-oriented spiritual/social movement to be born.” 

157 Brian McLaren, email messages to author, May 2, 2010 and November 15, 2011; Brian 
McLaren, interview with the author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2016. Most of the personal details in 
this paragraph were communicated through these emails and interview. 
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with him in Latin America for several months in 2005 and 2006, mentoring him in Latin 

American theology and introducing him to leaders of La Red del Camino, including 

North American missionaries Tom and Dee Yaccino and Dominican pastor Robert 

Guerrero.158 According to McLaren, these experiences and relationships have been highly 

significant to the development of his thought and writing ever since, and through him to 

the Emerging discourse around such issues.159 Wanting to draw the North American 

ECM into conversation with even wider range of non-Western perspectives, McLaren left 

his pastorate in 2006 to become a kind of international ambassador for Emergent Village, 

spending several years traveling extensively and meeting with Emerging Christians 

around the globe. Beyond broadening his own understanding, McLaren felt it especially 

important to diversify the Emerging Church discourse itself and not move forward with 

the movement until more groups were represented beyond the middle-class white 

evangelicals and post-evangelicals of which it then primarily consisted.160 

                                                           
158 Brian McLaren, “Family Letter From Latin America,” Brian McLaren (blog), accessed 

February 9, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/emc/archives/resources/family-letter-from-latin-
america.html. 

159 McLaren wrote his most comprehensive work on social justice and integral mission, Everything 
Must Change, while traveling abroad in twenty different countries, many outside the West (McLaren, 
Everything Must Change, 6), and completed it while traveling with Padilla in Latin America, which, 
according to McLaren, had an incredibly formative impact on the volume (Brian McLaren, email to author, 
May 2, 2010 and November 15, 2011). 

160 Brian McLaren, interview by author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2016; Will Samson, 
“Brian McLaren on Emergent as a Movement,” journey through willzhead (blog), December 28, 2004, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20060524185328/http://willzhead.typepad.com 
/willzhead/2004/12/brian_mclaren_o.html. For the demographic make-up of the ECM see Marti and 
Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 205. Analyzing a set of over two thousand surveys administered by Tony 
Jones in eight representative Emerging Churches, Marti and Ganiel discovered that 92.8% of respondents 
were white, 2.4% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.2% Hispanic, 1.3% black, 0.3% Native American, and 0.8% 
were other. They also noted that educational level skewed toward higher degrees, indicating the likely 
middle class status of most respondents. In addition, over 68% were under 35 years of age and over 84% 
were under 45. 54.5% were female. Religious backgrounds of respondents included 30.7% Mainline 
Protestants, 28.5% evangelicals, 13.5% independent/non-denominational, 12.6% Roman Catholic, 9.2% 
nonreligous/agnostic/atheist, 3.4% Pentecostal, and 2.1% other. Currently, however, 63% of the 
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McLaren was not long in sharing the global insights he obtained with other 

Emerging Christians back in the United States. As early as 2005 he was telling ECM 

audiences that the Latin American concept of misión integral (he explained it by analogy 

to pan integral, the Spanish term for whole-wheat bread, hence, in McLaren’s words, 

“whole-wheat mission”) had deep resonances with what the North American Emerging 

Church was likewise attempting to work out in their postmodern re-envisioning of the 

gospel.161 His well-attended 2008 Everything Must Change book tour in twelve cities 

across the United States, highlighted his newly acquired insights about the relevance of 

the gospel of Jesus to issues of peace, ecology, and social justice, and helped spread 

global perspectives and integral mission theology to an even wider audience.162 McLaren 

has continued to speak out frequently on such issues in the years since, putting 

progressive political issues of this sort into wide circulation throughout the North 

American ECM, and making the concept of integral mission common parlance within the 

ECM discourse.163  The growing awareness around progressive social issues has, in turn, 

inspired local Emerging churches and individual Emerging Christians to engage with 

social justice work in numerous practical ways, locally, nationally, and globally.  

 
 
 

                                                           
respondents identified themselves as independent/non-denominational, 21.2% evangelical, 8.1% Mainline 
Protestant, 1.3% Roman Catholic, 1% Pentecostal, 0.9% nonreligious/agnostic/atheist, and 4.5% other. 

161 Brian McLaren, “Emergent Past and Future,” seminar talk, Emergent Convention, Nashville, 
TN, May 2005, Audio CD. 

162 “Everything Must Change Tour 2008,” brian d. mclaren, accessed February 9, 2017, 
http://www.brianmclaren.net/ archives/schedule/everything-must/. 

163 Tony Jones, New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2008), 51.  
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Other Progressive Evangelical Influences  

The third world theologians and new monastics have not been the only route by 

which the earlier generation of progressive evangelicals have influenced the ECM toward 

greater involvement with social action. Tom and Christine Sine, founders of Mustard 

Seed Associates, a Seattle-based intentional community and resourcing ministry fostering 

“simplicity, spirituality, sustainability and hospitality,” are another important set of first-

generation progressive evangelical mentors to the younger generation of Emerging 

Church leaders. The Sine’s served as evangelical missionaries in the 1970s and 80s with 

an emphasis on holistic service to the poor. They frequently participated in the 

international conversation around integral mission theology (they were present, for 

instance, with René Padilla and other progressive evangelicals at the landmark Wheaton 

Missions Conference in 1983), and their books often attempted to translate these integral 

mission ideas for a lay, North American audience.164 Older Emerging leaders like Brian 

McLaren credit these books with influencing his theology as early as the 1980s, and 

Sine’s more recent books are full of endorsements by younger Emerging leaders likewise 

citing his influence and naming him as a significant mentor in their own thought and 

practice, an “unsung hero of the faith” according to Shane Claiborne.165 Since the 

                                                           
164 Tom Sine, interview with author, May 26, 2012. For Tom Sine’s books early promoting 

integral mission ideas see The Mustard Seed Conspiracy (Waco, TX: Word, 1981); Why Settle for More 
and Miss the Best? (Waco, TX: Word, 1987); Mustard Seed versus McWorld: Reinventing Life and Faith 
for the Future (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999). 

165 See, for instance, endorsement blurbs in the front of Tom Sine’s The New Conspirators: 
Creating the Future One Mustard Seed at a Time (Downer Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008) by ECM leaders 
Alan Hirsch, Brian McLaren, Mark Pierson, and Ryan Bolger, among others. Claiborne’s “unsung hero” 
comment comes from the Foreword to that book (13). See also the endorsements for his latest book Live 
Like you Give a Damn!: Join the Changemaking Celebration (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016), 
especially those by Alan Roxburgh, Brian McLaren, and Mark Scandrette crediting Sine as a long-time 
mentor.  
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beginning of the ECM the Sines have cultivated friendship and dialogue with these 

Emerging leaders through their presence and teaching at ECM events, and by hosting 

them as visitors and residents at their Mustard Seed House intentional community 

Seattle.166 While never wholly claiming the “Emerging” label for themselves, their 

writings and quiet influence have nonetheless consistently served to place integral 

mission theology and the practice of intentional, sustainable, and missional community 

solidly within the Emerging Church’s discourse. 

Jim Wallis also has directly impacted the movement through his speaking and 

writings, as well as his friendship with key ECM leaders. God’s Politics proved 

particularly significant among those in the ECM who felt their newfound theology of the 

kingdom of God, a peaceable kingdom opposed to imperialistic violence, to be at odds 

with the warlike policies of the Bush administration. Since that time, the relationship 

between the ECM and Sojourners has been a close one. ECM writers have served as 

frequent contributors to both Sojourners magazine and their widely-read God’s Politics 

blog, Brian McLaren served for several years on the organization’s board of directors, 

and Sojourners has frequently collaborated with Emergent Village and other ECM groups 

to host and promote events and conferences. The annual Wild Goose Festival, launched 

in 2011, came into existence primarily through a series of collaborations between various 

ECM leaders and other organizers connected to Sojourners (along with several other 

                                                           
166 Eliacin Rosario-Cruz, for instance, who was the Program & Community Catalyst at the Sine’s 

Mustard Seed House for a number of years, also sat on the Emergent Village Board following its 
restructuring in 2009.  
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partner organizations).167 These close ties have enabled the long-standing conceptual 

repertoire of progressive evangelicalism to be absorbed more easily into the discourse of 

the ECM, and have helped connect Emerging leaders to a wider network of faith-based 

social activists. 

 
The Varieties of ECM Politics 

The merging of the Emerging Church conversation with this older stream of 

progressive evangelicalism reoriented the emphasis of many within the ECM, moving the 

evolving discourse toward more political topics. Following the success of Wallis’ book, 

ECM authors produced a flood of similar volumes encouraging the church toward 

practices of social justice, peacemaking, and lifestyles of radical discipleship. Within 

their broadly progressive orientation, however, a diverse range of political approaches 

were represented. Following the lead of Wallis/Sojourners and (whether consciously or 

unconsciously) the historic Dutch Reformed theological tradition of transformative 

engagement with the structures of society, some wrote of the need for greater activism 

within electoral politics for progressive social change. Brian McLaren’s 2007 book 

Everything Must Change, for instance, was a thorough treatise condemning militarism, 

ecological destruction, and wealth inequalities, along with the religious systems that help 

perpetuate such problems, and called for Christians to, among other things, become more 

politically engaged in response. That same year McLaren joined the Matthew 25 

Network, a political action committee aimed at generating Christian support for the 

                                                           
167 Tony Jones, “The Origins of the Wild Goose Festival,” Theoblogy (blog), June 23, 2011, 

accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2011/06/23/the-origins-of-the-wild-
goose-festival/. 
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Obama campaign, and wrote several lengthy blog posts exhorting his followers to vote 

for Obama as one way of addressing progressive Christian social concerns more 

concretely.168 The 2009 book he co-edited, The Justice Project, published through a 

partnership between Baker Books and Emergent Village, also contained numerous 

contributions encouraging Christians toward more active involvement with political 

systems and even electoral politics to produce social change.169  

Not all were pleased with this political-turn in the movement. Some of the more 

conservatively minded within the ECM complained that they were losing the original 

focus on ecclesiology and postmodern evangelism and worried that the ECM was 

becoming merely a left-wing version of the Christian Right.170 Quoted in 2007 article on 

the ECM in Relevant magazine, Leonard Sweet, a long-time “friend of Emergent,” 

expressed his deep concern over an “increasing obsession with politics in Emergent.”  

It really bothers me when Jesus is portrayed as having a political agenda. Politics 
aren’t even the real power paradigm anymore. Maybe it’s my unjust hopes and 
dreams. I just expected Emergent to be more sophisticated… We got to this point 
in the ’70s where you could not tell the difference between the Democratic Party 
platform and the Church’s portrayal of the Kingdom of God. I think that any 
intrusion of Christianity into politics—whether Right or Left—is ugly. So I don’t 
see Jesus as coming with a political agenda. Yes, there are radical social and 
economic consequences to His message, but to claim that Jesus’ message was a 

                                                           
168 Brian McLaren, “Why I’m Voting for Obama… and I Hope You Will Too: Reason 5,” brian d. 

mclaren (blog), October 27, 2008, accessed February 9, 2017, http://brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/why-
im-voting-for-barak-obama-and-i-hope-you-will-too-reason-5.html. 

169 Other ECM books calling Christians to political action for structural change include Marcia 
Ford, We the Purple (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 2008); Shayne Moore, Global Soccer Mom 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2011); Shayne Moore and Kimberly McOwen Yim, Refuse to Do 
Nothing (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2013); Alexia Salvatierra and Peter Heltzel, Faith-Rooted 
Organizing (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2014); William J. Barber II and Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, 
The Third Reconstruction. 

170 “Is Emergent the New Christian Left? Tony Jones responds to the critics,” CTpastors, 
Christianity Today, May 2006, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors 
/2006/may-online-only/is-emergent-new-christian-left-tony-jones-responds-to.html. 
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political one [is incorrect]. It’s Jim Wallis’ evangelical updating of the Social 
Gospel movement, or liberalism’s liberation theology of the ’70s and ’80s.171 
 

Sweet was not alone in this concern. Emergent Village National Coordinator Tony Jones 

would report that in his travels, many Emerging Christians had expressed “great 

hesitation about the building momentum of leftward or progressive groups.... Their fear is 

that these groups will make the same mistakes that their conservative brethren did thirty 

years ago: lose their independence by aligning with a political party.”172  

Based on such evidence, however, Jones denied Sweet’s accusations of uniform 

liberalism within Emergent Village, pointing to the nature of the group as a diverse 

conversation and the fact that Emergent included members from all political parties.173 In 

this Jones was correct. A study published in 2014 demonstrated that while self-identified 

ECM clergy were, on average more liberal than non-ECM clergy in their sample (52% of 

ECM clergy were liberal and 28% conservative on political issues, compared to 28% 

liberal and 61% conservative among non-ECM clergy), they were still also diverse and 

inclusive regarding political ideologies. The authors concluded that “the ECM’s focus on 

drawing from all religious traditions and political perspectives is more than just a high-

minded ideal, it is a statistical reality.”174 Nevertheless, the perception that the ECM was 

uniformly liberal persisted, especially as many in the ECM did in fact come to embrace 

                                                           
171 Leonard Sweet, quoted in Peter J. Walker and Tyler Clark, “Missing the Point,” Relevant, 

October 2, 2007, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.relevantmagazine.com/god/church/features/1360-
from-the-mag-missing-the-point.  

172 Jones, New Christians, 82-83. 

173 Ibid., 82 

174 Ryan P. Burge and Paul A. Djupe, “Truly Inclusive or Uniformly Liberal? An Analysis of the 
Politics of the Emerging Church.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 53, no. 3 (Sept 2014): 636-
651. 



280 
 

integral mission ideas and aspects of liberation theology as the movement progressed.175 

And Jones himself would admit that “most emergents vehemently disagree with Sweet’s 

claim that Jesus’ message was apolitical,” instead believing that Jesus was “supremely 

interested” in politics (defined as “the way that human beings collectively make things 

happen”).176  

Nevertheless, other ECM leaders, especially those involved in the new monastic 

stream, preferred a local and smaller-scale approach to social engagement. Rather than 

engaging in national electoral politics, they instead encouraging those from privileged 

social backgrounds to relocate to places of poverty and marginalization so as to be more 

readily able to engage with the needs of their neighbors.177 While not totally eschewing 

political activism, their efforts in this arena tended toward local engagement or dramatic 

protests rather than large-scale, strategic political organizing. Often, they would caution 

against placing excessive hope in electoral politics or becoming overly identified with 

any partisan platform.178 Emerging Christians in this vein have been more pre-figurative 

in their approach – exhorting Christians and churches to exist as counter-cultural 

                                                           
175 Collin Hansen, “Emerging Theology, Liberal Politics,” Christianity Today, October 6, 2008, 

accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/octoberweb-only/141-11.0.html. 

176 Jones, New Christians, 82. 

177 Books in this vein include Claiborne, Irresistible Revolution (2006); Claiborne & Haw, Jesus 
for President (2008); Barker, Make Poverty Personal (2009); Wilson-Hartgrove, New Monasticism (2008), 
Free to Be Bound (2008), and God’s Economy (2009); Van Steenwyk, The Unkingdom of God (2013); Scot 
McKnight, Kingdom Conspiracy: Returning to the Radical Mission of the Local Church (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2014). See also, David E. Fitch, The Great Giveaway (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 153-
179, and David E. Fitch and Geoff Holsclaw, Prodigal Christianity: 10 Signposts into the Missional 
Frontier (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013), 131-147. 

178 Claiborne and Haw, Jesus for President. Shane Claiborne and Tony Campolo, Red Letter 
Revolution: What If Jesus Really Meant What He Said? (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012), 183-89. For a 
critique of this approach see political strategist Zack Exley’s blog series “The Next Step for Christian Big 
Thinkers” beginning on April 26, 2008 at https://flyoverthis.wordpress.com/2008/04/26/the-next-step-for-
christian-big-thinkers/. 
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communities that would model an alternative to the broader society, one based on 

familial love and communal sharing rather than capitalistic competition. Those in this 

stream are often inspired less by Reformed ideas of transforming society, and more by 

Anabaptist and neo-Anabaptist theologies that believe God’s kingdom is best expressed 

through a church that is set in contrast to society. The writings of Mennonite theologian 

John Howard Yoder and Duke ethicist Stanley Hauerwas have been particularly 

influential for many.179 This stream of Emerging political thought has sometimes clashed 

in friendly debate with those who take a more politically engaged approach, though both 

streams are probably equally influential within the ECM, serving as a source of fruitful 

dialogue within the movement.180 

Other ECM writers on issues of social justice found ways to side-step the question 

of electoral politics altogether. Some, Will and Lisa Samson in Justice in the Burbs or 

Julie Clawson in Everyday Justice, focused almost exclusively on implementing habits of 

social justice into one’s personal lifestyle – buying fair trade and organic, reducing 

consumption, serving the poor, living as good neighbors, and the like.181 Others, like Rob 

Bell and Don Golden’s Jesus Wants to Save Christians, simply attempted to convince 

evangelical Christians to care more about the poor and oppressed in the first place, 

without getting into too many specifics about how to help. These authors reflect the 

                                                           
179 Jones, New Christians, 83.  

180 Tony Jones, “The Hauerwasian Mafia,” Theoblogy (blog), April 10, 2008, accessed February 9, 
2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2008/04/10/the-hauerwasian-mafia/. For a response to 
Jones see David Fitch, “Why Emergent Needs the Hauerwasian Mafia,” Missio Alliance, April 15, 2008, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.missioalliance.org/why-emergent-needs-the-hauerwasian-mafia/. 

181 Will and Lisa Samson, Justice in the Burbs: Being the Hands of Jesus Wherever You Live 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007); Julie Clawson, Everyday Justice: The Global Impact of Our Daily 
Choices (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009). 
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shared conviction among Emerging Christians that service to the poor and oppressed is 

essential to the gospel – a belief which, as has been shown, was indeed a controversial 

theological move within the conservative evangelical circles from which many were 

emerging. These evangelical origins must be understood when considering the evolution 

of progressive political theology among Emerging Christians. While many mainline 

Protestants had already developed similar political theologies decades prior out of their 

own social gospel tradition or through engagement with various liberation theologies, 

evangelical and post-evangelical Emerging Christians were building their political 

theologies on different roots and attempting to communicate them to an audience with 

different assumptions. It was not until more recent years, after the ECM had already 

begun to fragment, that many discovered their affinities with liberal and liberationist 

thinkers and began to drink from those wells too. 

Conclusion 

Just as many streams of late-twentieth evangelicalism have converged to produce 

the Emerging Church Movement, many streams have also come together to inform the 

politics of those within the movement. Though, as has been shown in this chapter, direct 

lines of connection between earlier streams and ECM leaders and authors are firmly 

established, it would be a mistake to speak too mechanistically of direct causation. Earlier 

generations of progressive leaders created the contexts and often the theological language 

through which Emerging evangelicals could begin to deconstruct and reimagine their 

political commitments, and often provided direct inspiration to individual ECM thought 

leaders through personal friendship and mentoring relationships. However, these 

Emerging Christians were doing their own work as well, bringing these concepts to bear 
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on contemporary political contexts and their own unique sets of concerns. While taking 

inspiration from earlier generations, these Emerging Christians also felt free to disagree 

with and go beyond them when necessary – all the more so because these older voices – 

leaders like Tony Campolo, Jim Wallis, John Perkins, and others – have remained active 

participants in the ongoing evolution of progressive evangelicalism, and important 

partners in the Emerging Church’s own discourse. Just recently, to cite just one example, 

both Wallis and Campolo have changed their stances toward same-sex marriage and 

LGBTQ inclusion within the church, likely due, in part, to the influence of younger 

progressive and Emerging Christians, many of whom saw these topics as intersecting 

with and thus inseparable from other core issues of social justice.182 The lines of 

influence between the ECM and the tradition of progressive evangelicalism must 

therefore be drawn in both directions. They continue to influence and reshape each other. 

Finally, it must be reiterated that the politics of the ECM are more than mere 

regurgitations of partisan ideologies, but have, in fact, been produced by their work of 

theological deconstruction and re-envisioning. Their political convictions do not stand in 

isolation, but are seen by Emerging Christians as the outworking of their engagement 

with missional ecclesiology, Willard’s kingdom theology, Wright’s New Testament-

182 Jaweed Kaleem, “Jim Wallis Talks Faith’s Role in Politics, Gay Marriage, and Immigration,” 
The Huffington Post, April 6, 2013, accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/05 
/jim-wallis-faith-politics-immigration_n_3024458.html; Tony Campolo, “Tony Campolo: For the Record,” 
Tony Campolo, June 8, 2015, accessed February 9, 2017, http://tonycampolo.org/for-the-record-tony-
campolo-releases-a-new-statement/. 
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based critique of the systems of empire, the neo-Anabaptist rejection of 

Constantinianism, the Latin Americans’ holistic understanding of the gospel, African 

postcolonial theologies, and black theology’s emphasis on place and identity. These and 

many other important streams of thought all contribute to the ongoing discourse of ECM 

politics. Thus, while Emerging Christians tend to be “progressive” in their political 

convictions overall, there is, in the end, no singular Emerging approach to politics. There 

is, instead, ongoing conversation among a variety of theological perspectives within the 

always fluid Emerging community of discourse. What most share in common, however, 

is the historical evolution described in this chapter, away from the conservative politics of 

the Christian Right, through the influence of progressive evangelical predecessors, into 

this wider field of theo-political discourse. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Evolution of the Emerging Church Movement 
 
 

As this study has described, the Emerging Church Movement in the United States 

was produced by the confluence of each of the earlier trends explored in the preceding 

chapters – new paradigm churches, missional ecclesiology, kingdom theology, and 

politically progressive evangelicalism. It first emerged as a distinct movement in the late-

1990s as the rhetoric of “postmodernity” – especially values on epistemic humility, 

embodied holism, pluralistic engagement, and communal sources of authority – catalyzed 

Christian leaders and laypersons to reimagine first their practices of worship and personal 

spirituality, then their ecclesiology and ecclesial structures, followed by their range of 

social and political concerns, as well as other underlying theological assumptions. The 

most visible early expression of the North American ECM was the Young Leaders 

Network, but it soon spread through independent online discussion portals like theOoze, 

and through the innovative churches and ministries that sprang up across the nation. By 

2001 the ECM had become a distinct and identifiable entity, inspiring new or renewed 

communities of faith, finding organized expression through groups like Emergent 

Village, and engaging in its communal discourse through books, conferences, websites, 

and blogs. This chapter describes the ongoing evolution of this Emerging community of 

discourse during the twenty-first century, tracing both the growth of the movement and 

its eventual fragmentation and transformation. 
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Emerging in the New Millennium 

Though many in the Emerging Church Movement believed that they were 

responding to an epochal historical shift, a five-hundred-year cycle that had brought them 

to the border between the Modern and Postmodern eras, they were shaped even more so 

by the particular historical circumstances of late-twentieth century and early-twenty-first 

century North American society. Born in a moment of relative social calm and economic 

prosperity during the late-1990s, the maturing movement was soon thrust, along with the 

rest of the world, into the decidedly more tumultuous world of the new millennium, 

whose defining events and broad cultural characteristics would indelibly shape the 

evolving ECM. Three widely-read and influential cultural commentaries published 

around the turn of the millennium will serve to highlight the major trends that defined the 

social milieu in which the ECM was formed. 

Bowling Alone: The Search for Community 

The first of these books, Robert D. Putnam’s Bowling Alone published in 2000, 

drew on sociological data to show that Americans, and especially younger generations, 

were increasingly disengaged from civic life and lacking in substantive forms of 

community.1 Following a spike in civic and social engagement after the Second World 

War that peaked in the 1960s, the closing decades of the twentieth century saw steady 

decline across nearly every type of communal participation in American society: politics, 

civic life, religion, the workplace, volunteerism, and even informal social groups. Putnam 

placed the blame primarily on four factors: (1) pressures of time and money, especially 

1 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). 
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the growing need for two-income families; (2) suburbanization leading to urban sprawl 

and long commutes, reducing the time and energy for social commitments; (3) the role of 

television in privatizing leisure; and (4) generational differences between those raised 

before the Second World War versus those raised after it, especially the latter’s 

tendencies toward individualism, political cynicism, and distrust of authority (possibly 

born out of the Boomers’ coming-of-age experiences in the 1960s).2 This data reinforced 

the conclusions that early proponents of generational ministry and postmodern ministry 

had already reached – that emerging generations were increasingly isolated, distracted, 

and cynical, and yet also hungry for authentic connection. Much of the ECM’s emphasis 

on intimate communities over and against the depersonalized anonymity of new 

paradigm megachurches was born out of this (literal) social dis-integration.  

Putnam, however, also identified three countercurrents that he believed might 

potentially reverse the trends and help Americans reengage with one another: (1) support-

oriented small groups (both religious and secular), (2) grassroots activism (especially 

among evangelicals) and the rise in youth volunteering, and (3) the interactive nature and 

social-networking potential of the Internet.3 Ten years later, a follow-up article by Robert 

Putnam and Thomas Sander would report that, thanks in part to these factors, trends had 

in fact reversed dramatically over the past decade, especially among the rising Millennial 

generation (those born between 1980-2000) who were much more likely to be politically 

engaged and community-minded than their elders.4 Emerging leaders would utilize each 

                                                           
2 Ibid., 277-84. 

3 Ibid., 148-80. 

4 Thomas H. Sander and Robert D. Putnam, “Still Bowling Alone? The Post-9/11 Split,” Journal 
of Democracy 21, no. 1 (January 2010): 9-16. 
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of these countercurrents themselves as they attempted to create alternative forms of 

spiritual community for postmodern generations. As has been seen, Emerging 

congregations overwhelmingly tended toward smaller, more intimate expressions, 

whether house churches, small church plants, new monastic groups and other forms of 

intentional community, missionally-oriented (rather than growth-oriented) churches, and 

other forms of spiritual community that emphasized conversation and friendship.  

Emergent Village, for instance utilized small local discussion groups, known as cohorts, 

as both a tool and goal of its organizational efforts. Likewise, as was described in the 

previous chapter, Emerging Christians became increasingly engaged in ministries of 

compassion and progressive activism during the first decade of the new millennium. As 

will be seen, this kind of social engagement became a defining trait of one of the 

successor branches of the ECM as well. Finally, the Internet was utilized as a major tool 

of the ECM, making it possible for likeminded but scattered Emerging Christians to 

connect. As will be discussed, the unique qualities of this historically unprecedented tool 

produced rapid growth in the movement and shaped the very nature of its discourse, but, 

ironically, also contributed to its eventual decline.  

Rise of the Creative Class: The Open-source and Experience-oriented Society 

A second book, The Rise of the Creative Class, published in 2002 by social 

scientist Richard Florida, explored the emergence of a new social class in American 

society composed of “people in science and engineering, architecture and design, 

education, arts, music, and entertainment whose economic function is to create new ideas, 

new technology, and new creative content,” along with “a broader group of creative 
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professionals in business and finance, law, health care, and related fields.”5 This creative 

class, upwards of forty-million strong according to Florida, also shared “a common ethos 

that values creativity, individuality, difference, and merit.”6  Florida’s definition focused 

specifically on the changing workforce and its related implications for urban renewal, 

contrasting the creative class with both the working and service classes.7 However, he 

also described the creative class as cultural grouping with its own set of values and 

distinct lifestyle: 

The Creative Class lifestyle comes down to a passionate quest for experience. The 
ideal is to live a more creative life, packed with more intense, high-quality, 
multidimensional experiences…. Creative people favor active, participatory 
recreation over passive spectator sports. They like indigenous street-level culture 
– a teeming blend of cafés, sidewalk musicians, and small galleries and bistros, 
where it’s hard to draw the line between participant and observer, creativity and 
creators. They crave stimulation but not escape…. [They have shifted] from 
consumption of material goods to consumption of experiences.8 
 

The creative class Florida broadly described took many different, though often 

overlapping, cultural forms: the much-maligned “hipsters” (a mostly-satirical identity that 

few would personally own, defined by an emphasis on authenticity and individuality); 

their more elite and ambitious “bourgeois bohemian” (Bobo) cousins, described by 

journalist David Brooks as melding yuppie ambition with bohemian counterculture; the 

recent renaissance of “geek” culture (seen in the growing popularity of video gaming, 

comic book-based movies, Renaissance Faires, and the like); digital industry workers and 

                                                           
5 Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class – Revisited, 10th Anniversary Edition (New 

York: Basic Books, 2011), 8. Original version published in 2002. 

6 Ibid., 9. 

7 Florida’s thesis, influential among urban planners and much critiqued in years since, was that 
cities that could draw more of the creative class would prosper both economically and culturally. 

8 Ibid., 134-35. 
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tech entrepreneurs; the related “Burner” subculture (attenders of the annual Burning Man 

Festival in Nevada or one of its related regional Burns, celebrating free artistic self-

expression) and “Maker” communities (describing a rising interest in technology-driven 

independent design, tinkering, and DIY); progressive social activists of various stripes; 

neo-hippie “Bliss Ninnies” (who pursue non-psychedelic means to reach ecstatic states); 

and other “Cultural Creatives” who are increasingly interested in alternative spiritualities, 

personal growth, and social (and especially eco-) consciousness.9  

This experience-oriented and participatory lifestyle also fueled a growing trend 

toward urban renewal and gentrification in cities that the creative class found particularly 

desirable, places that offered “abundant high-quality amenities and experiences, an 

openness to diversity of all kinds, and above all else the opportunity to validate their 

identities as creative people.”10 The negative flipside of urban gentrification, which could 

also be described as young white professionals moving back to the urban core, was the 

9 n+1 Foundation, What Was The Hipster?: A Sociological Investigation (Brooklyn, NY: n+1 
Foundation, 2010); Janna Michael, “It’s really not hip to be a hipster: Negotiating trends and authenticity in 
the cultural field,” Journal of Consumer Culture 15, no. 2 (2015): 163-82; Sophy Tereschenko, The Hipster 
Effect: How the Rising Tide of Individuality is Changing Everything We Know about Life, Work and the 
Pursuit of Happiness (Sophy Bot, 2012); David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and 
How They Got There (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000); Jason Tocci, “Geek Cultures: Media and 
Identity in the Digital Age,” (PhD Diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2009); Henry Jenkins, Fans, 
Bloggers, and Gamers: Media Consumers in a Digital Age (New York: NYU Press, 2006); Alexandra 
Wolfe, Valley of the Gods: A Silicon Valley Story (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2017); Lee Gilmore, 
Theater in a Crowded Fire: Ritual and Spirituality at Burning Man (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010); Steven T. Jones, The Tribes of Burning Man: How an Experimental City in the Desert Is 
Shaping the New American Counterculture (San Francisco: Consortium of Collective Consciousness, 
2011); Chris Anderson, Makers: The New Industrial Revolution (New York: Random House, 2012); Mark 
Hatch, The Maker Movement Manifesto: Rules for Innovation in the New World of Crafters, Hackers, and 
Tinkerers (New York: McGraw Hill, 2014); Lucia De Stefani, “Discover Today's Neo Hippie 
Counterculture,” Time, September 11, 2015, accessed February 7, 2017, http://time.com/4027854/discover-
todays-neo-hippie-counterculture/; Paul H. Ray and Sherry Ruth Anderson, The Cultural Creatives: How 
50 Million People Are Changing the World (New York: Random House, 2000). 

10 Florida, Rise of the Creative Class, 186. 
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displacement of historic communities of color by rising housing costs.11 This urban in-

migration thus also led to a shift in suburban demographics as ethnic minorities and many 

in the working class moved out of cities in search of more affordable housing, a trend that 

has accelerated especially since the housing market crash in 2008.12  

The ECM was both a religious expression of this rising creative class and a 

conscious attempt to minister to their fellow Creatives.13 Doug Pagitt’s 2010 book, 

Church in the Inventive Age, for instance, was an unambiguous call to recreate church for 

the emerging “Inventive Age” in which “inclusion, participation, collaboration, and 

beauty are essential values.”14 He contrasts this with the earlier “Information Age” which 

focused on transmitting authoritative knowledge and pre-packaged content – in new 

paradigm churches, for instance, where, according to Pagitt, the goal was to draw people 

in so they could be taught the gospel and given knowledge about how to live their lives.15 

In the Inventive Age however, people prefer “ownership, customization, and user-created 

content” and authority is found in experiences shared in community with others, so 

churches, according to Pagitt, should become smaller to facilitate these communal 

                                                           
11 Miriam Zuk, et al., “Gentrification, Displacement and the Role of Public Investment: A 

Literature Review,” Berkeley Institute of Urban and Regional Development, March 3, 2015, accessed 
February 7, 2017, http://iurd.berkeley.edu/uploads/Displacement_Lit_Review_Final.pdf. 

12 Leigh Gallagher, The End of the Suburbs: Where the American Dream is Moving (New York: 
Penguin, 2013); Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berube, Confronting Suburban Poverty in America 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2013). 

13 Note, for instance, that Re:Generation Quarterly, an early expression of and formative influence 
on the nascent Emerging Church conversation, is described by its former editor as “a magazine for an 
emerging generation of culturally creative Christians” (Andy Crouch, “Biography: Andy Crouch,” Andy 
Crouch, accessed February 8, 2017, http://andy-crouch.com/). 

14 Doug Pagitt, Church in the Inventive Age (Minneapolis: Sparkhouse, 2010), 30. Pagitt would 
follow this short book with three other similar titles by the same publisher: Community in the Inventive Age 
(2011), Preaching in the Inventive Age (2011), and Evangelism in the Inventive Age (2012). 

15 Pagitt, Church in the Inventive Age, 24. 
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connections, and find ways to encourage creativity and participation.16 Insofar as 

Creatives also tended to be open to a much more diverse range of alternative spiritualities 

in their quest for meaningful experiences, many Inventive Age Emerging churches also 

tended to embrace a more pluralistic posture toward non-Christian insights and practices. 

Like the rest of the creative class, Emerging churches also gravitated toward 

urban settings, frequently (especially among new monastics and similar groups) 

establishing themselves in more economically blighted areas, but, just as often, also 

springing up in gentrifying neighborhoods (or contributing to the gentrification by their 

own presence).17 James Bielo has pointed out that this return to the city also coincides 

with Emerging Christian’s wish to distance themselves from suburban megachurches and 

the homogenized and consumeristic lifestyles they represented.18 In this, their desires 

mirrored the rest of the creative class. However, other observers have stressed that for 

Emerging Christians “self-conscious urbanness” was also seen as a way of living out the 

gospel by identifying with the urban poor and the disadvantaged rather than the economic 

privilege associated with the suburbs.19 This desire would become increasingly 

complicated for Emerging Christians, however, by the urban and suburban demographic 

shifts noted above. By the second decade of the twenty-first century, gentrified urban 

16 Ibid., 31-33. For an analysis of Emerging churches’ emphasis on participation and 
customization, see Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 122-28.  

17 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 129-30. For an engagement with these issues by 
several Emerging missional church planters, see, Sean Benesh, ed. Vespas, Cafes, Singlespeed Bikes, and 
Urban Hipsters: Gentrification, Urban Mission, and Church Planting (Portland, OR: Urban Loft, 2014). 

18 James Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity (New 
York: NYU Press, 2011), 167-69. Cf. Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 129-30. 

19 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 130. 
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areas were just as often locations of white economic privilege, while poverty and ethnic 

diversity had, in many places, moved out to the suburbs. 

 
Jihad vs. McWorld: Emerging Conflicts in a Post-9/11 World 

The third book that captured the defining characteristics of twenty-first century 

society was actually written in 1995, Benjamin Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld. Though 

clearly foreshadowing the coming clash between jihadist terrorists and the West, Barber’s 

larger point was that post-Cold War society was increasingly pulled between two 

opposing forces, the homogenizing and commodifying power of global neoliberal 

consumer capitalism and the hostile resistance of traditional, and often warring, tribal 

identities.20 Both, Barber believed, presented threats to genuine liberal democracy and 

civil liberties. Furthermore, in contrast to others who would characterize these opposing 

forces of globalization and tribalism as a clash of civilizations, Barber argued that the 

struggle was within nearly every society, and even, to an extent, within individuals 

themselves – “between the values of a global, cosmopolitan, free-market society on the 

one hand, and the precious and intimate values of the family, neighborhood, and clan that 

all of us still feel some attachment to.”21  

Following the events of September 11, 2001, this struggle would become 

increasingly visible and violent through the United States’ subsequent invasions of 

                                                           
20 Benamin R. Barber, Jihad vs. McWorld: How Globalism and Tribalism Are Reshaping the 

World (New York: Random House, 1995).  

21 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1996); Samuel P. Huntington, Who Are We?: The Challenges to America's 
National Identity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004); Mitch Nauffts and Benjamin Barber, “Benjamin 
R. Barber, Author, 'Jihad vs. McWorld: Democracy As an Antidote to Terrorism',” Philanthropy News 
Digest, March 20, 2003, accessed February 7, 2017, http://philanthropynewsdigest.org/newsmakers 
/benjamin-r.-barber-author-jihad-vs.-mcworld-democracy-as-an-antidote-to-terrorism. 
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Afghanistan and Iraq. As described in Chapter Four, these global events would have a 

pivotal and formative role in the evolution of the ECM, driving most Emerging Christians 

toward more progressive political stances. The struggle described by Barber did not just 

play out in the global War on Terror. The progressive populist backlash against the 

growing wealth inequalities and corporate manipulation of governments, expressed in the 

United States most vividly through the Occupy Movement of 2011-2012, was another 

facet of the conflict between neoliberal capitalism and more human-level interests.22 

Some Emerging Christians also engaged in these conflicts, having already been prepared 

by earlier discourses around economic justice.23 Many churches and religious institutions 

were also affected by the economic crash of 2008 that precipitated the Occupy protests, 

especially through decreased giving and shrinking endowments, as well as the loss of 

members due to job or housing transitions.24 The crash impacted numerous Emerging 

ministries as well, whose communal stability and financial viability as small experimental 

communities was already tenuous. It also affected the viability of ECM conferences that 

were often costly in terms of travel, but nevertheless served as key connecting-points for 

the far-flung movement.25 The recession also hurt the publishing industry, making it more 

22 Michael A. Gould-Wartofsky, The Occupiers: The Making of the 99 Percent Movement 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); John B. Judis, The Populist Explosion: How the Great Recession 
Transformed American and European Politics (New York: Columbia Global Reports, 2016). 

23 See, for instance, Joerg Rieger and Kwok Pui-lan, Occupy Religion: Theology of the Multitude 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012). Rieger was invited to speak on these topics at the 2014 
TransFORM Gathering in San Diego, attended by the author. TransFORM leaders (including this author) 
also later founded the “Evangelicals for Bernie Sanders” Facebook group based on similar concerns 
(Evangelicals for Bernie Sanders, Facebook group, accessed February 7, 2017, 
https://www.facebook.com/evangelicalsforbernie/). 

24 Rachel Zoll, “Religious life won't be the same after recession,” USA Today, September 30, 
2009, accessed February 14, 2017, http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/religion/2009-09-30-religion-
recession_N.htm. 

25 Andrew Jones, “Recession: How Bad Is It?,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), November 28, 2008, 
accessed February 7, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2008/11/recession-how-b.html 
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difficult for ECM leaders to persuade publishers to take risks on new Emerging authors 

or controversial titles.26 

The tensions Barber described also fueled a growing populist backlash among 

white conservatives in the United States, who feared their loss of hegemony over 

American society due to rising immigration (accelerated by neoliberal economic 

policies), demographic shifts, liberal cultural trends (especially increasing acceptance 

towards LGBTQ+ Americans), and the rising influence of ethnic minorities in both 

popular culture (e.g., the rise of hip hop) as well as politics (e.g., the election of Barack 

Obama).27 It is becoming increasingly clear that white racial identity has played a major 

role in energizing this conservative backlash. This white anxiety appears to have had 

three specific foci in the new millennium: (1) Latin American immigrants; (2) African 

Americans following the election of Barack Obama and especially in response to the 

more recent Black Lives Matters movement; and (3) Muslim-Americans and Muslim 

immigrants following 9/11, recently intensifying as a result of the escalating Syrian 

                                                           
(see comments especially); and “Recession: The Carnival is Over,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), November 29, 
2008, accessed February 7, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2008/11/recession-
proof.html. 

26 “Recession Forces Cutbacks by Random House and Simon & Schuster,” Washington Post, 
December 4, 2008, accessed February 14, 2017, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article 
/2008/12/03/AR2008120303470.html; Jason Boog, “Read it and weep,” Salon, December 23, 2008, 
accessed February 14, 2017, http://www.salon.com/2008/12/23/publishing/. 

27 Justin Gest, The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in an Age of Immigration and 
Inequality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Donald R. Kinder and Cindy D. Kam, Us Against 
Them: Ethnocentric Foundations of American Opinion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010); 
Christopher S. Parker and Matt A. Barreto, Change They Can’t Believe In: The Tea Party and Reactionary 
Politics in America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013); Robert D. Putnam and David E. 
Campbell, Amazing Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 
384-406; Patrick J. Buchanan, The Death of the West: How Dying Populations and Immigrant Invasions 
Imperil Our Country and Civilization (New York: St. Martins Press, 2002); Hua Hsu, “The End of White 
America?,” The Atlantic, January/February 2009, accessed February 7, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com 
/magazine/archive/2009/01/the-end-of-white-america/307208/; Robert P. Jones, The End of White 
Christian America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016). 
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refugee crisis and the anti-Muslim rhetoric of Donald Trump.28 As the racial character of 

the conservative backlash became more apparent and racial politics took center-stage in 

the United States, Emerging Christians, most of whom were white but all of whom 

claimed to value racial diversity and racial justice, were increasingly pushed to engage 

with such matters in more substantive ways as their movement matured and as they 

increasingly came into the orbit of more progressive activist groups. As they did so, the 

wedge between the ECM and conservative evangelicals, already exacerbated over 

theological issues and questions of same-sex marriage, widened even further. These 

dynamics will be explored in this chapter, along with the rest of the ways the ECM 

evolved in the first decade and a half of the twenty-first century. 

The Growing Movement: 2001-2005 

Organizing Emergent 

When the Terranova Project morphed into Emergent in the summer of 2001, the 

founding group’s intention was to foster new friendships and ongoing innovation among 

missional leaders by hosting events both large and small.29 To better facilitate this goal, 

28 Marisa Abrajano and Zoltan L. Hajnal, White Backlash: Immigration, Race, and American 
Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015); Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, From 
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation (Chicago: Haymarket, 2016); Michael Tesler, Post-Racial or Most-
Racial?: Race and Politics in the Obama Era (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016); Lori Peek, 
Behind the Backlash: Muslim Americans After 9/11 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011);  
Christopher A. Bail, Terrified: How Anti-Muslim Fringe Organizations Became Mainstream (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015); Derek Thompson, “Donald Trump and the Twilight of White 
America,” The Atlantic, May 13, 2016, accessed February 7, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/politics 
/archive/2016/05/donald-trump-and-the-twilight-of-white-america/482655/; Christopher Ingraham, “Two 
new studies find racial anxiety is the biggest driver of support for Trump,” The Washington Post, June 6, 
2016, accessed February 7, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com /news/wonk/wp/2016/06/06/racial-
anxiety-is-a-huge-driver-of-support-for-donald-trump-two-new-studies-find/?utm_term=.41e0b083f60f. 

29 Emergent’s annual tax forms states the following as their purpose: “To foster a Christian 
community that is dynamic in life and mission by encouraging growing friendships among missional 
leaders that generate new thinking, new art, new dreams, new conversations, new discoveries, new action 
in areas including worship, art, liturgy and preaching by sponsoring local, national and international events 
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they organized as a legal non-profit 501c3 organization with a formal board of 

directors.30 To expand the new organization, they immediately began recruiting 

“Fellows” and “Senior Fellows” (later renamed “Friends” and “Contributors” to avoid 

sounding overly academic and masculine) who would help connect, coordinate, and 

spread the Emerging conversation.31 Many of the earlier Young Leaders Group of 

Twenty were pulled in as Contributors, and a flood of newer participants soon joined as 

well. In fact, without any formal processes for membership, becoming a “Friend” of 

Emergent was often as easy as showing up to an event and putting a “Friend of 

Emergent” badge on one’s personal blog or website. 

A deliberate effort was made at this stage to diversify the gender and ethnic make-

up of the group. According to Doug Pagitt, diversity had been a priority from the 

beginning, but nevertheless, the core participants in YLN, Terranova, and the early 

Emergent were still overwhelmingly white and male.32 The lack of female participants 

was mostly a function of the movement’s origins in the conservative evangelical world, 

where female ordination was still a controversial topic and extremely rare in practice. The 

practical result was that finding female ministers leading innovative churches among 

                                                           
which bring people together for intensive conversation, training and collaboration.” Found at 
http://pdfs.citizenaudit.org/2004_09_EO/62-1530002_ 990EZ_200312.pdf. 

30 The Board was originally chaired by McLaren and also included Tim Keel – who had recently 
left Pathways in Denver to start Jacob’s Well, a new Emerging church in Kansas City, and Chris Seay – 
who had recently left UBC in Waco to start Ecclesia, a new Emerging church in Houston. In 2004, they 
added Ivy Beckwith – children’s minister at the church in Edina, Minnesota where Tony Jones also served 
as youth pastor (Tony Jones, “Report From Emergent Summit – Part 2 of 4,” emergent-us (blog), June 17, 
2005, accessed February 7, 2017, http://emergent.us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/report_from_eme 
_1.html).  

31 Tony Jones, “Report from the Emergent Summit – Part 3 of 4,” emergent-us (blog), June 21, 
2005, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/report_from_the.html. 

32 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. 
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evangelicals in the 1990s was like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. 

Complicating matters, those that were found were not always made to feel welcome, both 

by the dominant culture of stereotyped masculinity among the early Young Leaders 

(described by Pagitt as “cigars and dumb-assery”), but even more by the theological 

opposition and explicit hostility toward female clergy of prominent YLN organizer Mark 

Driscoll – a point on which Pagitt and others eventually confronted Driscoll directly, 

prompting Driscoll’s departure from the group even before it had become Terranova.33 

33 Ibid. See also Jones, New Christians, 48; and Mark Driscoll, “Response to Karen Ward,” in 
Listening to the Beliefs of Emerging Churches: Five Perspectives, edited by Robert Webber (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2007), 184. According to Driscoll, he personally chose to disassociate from the group over 
uneasiness with their theological direction and because of his own lack of spiritual maturity at the time 
(Mark Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev.: Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 99). Driscoll presents an interesting case-study in the boundaries of 
the Emerging Church Movement. For many years after his departure from YLN, Driscoll continued to 
identify with the broader Emerging Church Movement, which he defined as “a growing, loosely connected 
movement of primarily young pastors who are glad to see the end of modernity and are seeking to function 
as missionaries who bring the gospel of Jesus Christ to emerging and postmodern cultures” (Driscoll, 
Confessions, 22). While Driscoll defined this missionary task as primarily one of evangelism, he also 
agreed that a missional Emerging church “desires to help the poor and needy,” “assumes it has no 
privileged place in a pluralistic society,” and “is experimenting with new forms of church and ministry that 
often seek to blend ancient practices… with modern technology” (Mark Driscoll, Religion Saves: And Nine 
Other Misconceptions (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), 212). In many ways, then, Driscoll continued to be 
in harmony with several distinctive emphases of the ECM. He has also maintained friendships with the 
more theologically conservative participants within the ECM, and thus could be said to have remained 
within the broader Emerging discourse.  

However, Driscoll has also repeatedly publicly disowned Emergent and labeled their stream of 
movement as “liberals” and “heretics” (along with more colorful insults and epithets), criticizing their 
willingness to question what he views as “key evangelical doctrines” such as biblical inerrancy, penal 
substitutionary atonement, the sinfulness of homosexuality, and hell as a place of eternal conscious torment 
(Mark Driscoll, “Navigating the Emerging Church Highway,” Christian Research Journal 13, no. 4 (2008): 
1-10). Driscoll was also openly hostile toward many other distinctive aspects of the ECM, especially its
more appreciative engagement with postmodern thought, its posture of epistemic humility, and its tendency
toward less-hierarchical, more egalitarian church leadership (Collin Hansen, Young, Restless, Reformed: A
Journalist’s Journey with the New Calvinists (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 139-42). Over time,
Driscoll’s aggressive promotion of Calvinist doctrines also led him increasingly to become identified as a
key leader in the Neo-Reformed movement (David Van Biema, “The New Calvinism,” Time, March 23,
2009, 50), which explicitly sets itself in opposition to the ECM. By 2009 Driscoll had abandoned the label
“emerging,” adopting the term “missional” as its replacement (Driscoll, Religion Saves, 209-213). He has
since become a primary antagonist of those who continued to affiliate with the label. Driscoll thus occupies
a unique place as both a prominent participant in the ECM’s discourse, and yet also one of the earliest and
most vocal opponents of many streams within it.

On a biographical note, it should be mentioned that Driscoll resigned from Mars Hill, his multi-
campus Seattle megachurch, in 2014, following a scandal regarding his unethical publishing practices and 
spiritually abusive leadership. Mars Hill disbanded shortly thereafter. Driscoll has since moved to Phoenix, 
Arizona to start a new church (Nina Shapiro, “Former Mars Hill pastor Mark Driscoll to start new church in 
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Likewise, evangelicals of color often existed worlds apart, both institutionally and 

culturally, from the predominantly white new paradigm megachurches served by 

Leadership Network, a separation deeply rooted in the long history of religion and race in 

America.34 As a result, Pagitt found that the questions motivating the Young Leaders – 

deconstructing the megachurch model, engaging with postmodern epistemology, and 

adopting a missional ecclesiology – were simply not as relevant to faith communities of 

color, many of whom still championed numerical measures of ministry success (for 

historically-rooted reasons separate from those of white, church growth-oriented new 

paradigm churches), had already long been missionally engaged in their communities, 

and couldn’t care less about the abstractions of postmodern philosophy when dealing 

with the realities of social discrimination or urban poverty.35 Thus, despite intentional 

efforts, YLN had minimal success recruiting leaders from minority communities. 

                                                           
Phoenix,” Seattle Times, February 1, 2016, accessed January 29, 2017, http://www.seattletimes.com 
/seattle-news/former-mars-hill-pastor-to-start-new-church-in-phoenix/). 

34 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the 
Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 

35 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. Cf., Anthony Pinn, The Black Church in the 
Post-Civil Rights Era (Maryknoll, MD: Orbis, 2002); Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American 
Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 195-211. Regarding 
the historically-rooted importance of outward signs of success for black church leaders, Putnam and 
Campbell cite W. E. B. Du Bois assertion a century prior that a black minister’s success “depends upon the 
way in which he conducts [his] church: his financial success, his efforts to increase church membership and 
his personal popularity. The result is that the colored Methodist minister is generally a wide-awake 
business man, with something of the politician in his make-up, who is sometimes an inspiring and valuable 
leader of men; in other cases he may develop into a loud but wily talker, who induces the mass of Negroes 
to put into fine church edifices money which ought to go to charity or business enterprise” (W. E. B. 
DuBois, The Philadelphia Negro (New York: Lippincott, 1899), 266. Partially quoted in Putnam and 
Campbell, American Grace, 201).  

This disinterest in postmodern ministry among black church leaders has not been universally the 
case, however. Anthony Smith, for instance, a black Pentecostal minister from North Carolina who calls 
himself the “postmodern negro,” relates being engaged with the deep waters of postmodern philosophy 
since at least the late-1990s (Anthony Smith, email message to author, January 13, 2017). Smith would 
later become an influential participant in the ECM, founding, along with Steve Knight, both the long-
running Charlotte Emergent Cohort and the TransForm network. 
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Freed from the constraints of Leadership Network, however, Emergent was able 

to recruit from a broader and more diverse pool of leaders, particularly by reaching 

beyond evangelical churches to leaders within the mainline Protestant world. Already, 

while still the Terranova Project, they had added a young woman named Danielle 

Shroyer, a Lebanese-American who had interned at Chris Seay’s University Baptist in 

Waco while an undergrad at Baylor and then at Journey, a new Emerging congregation in 

Dallas, where she would later return as lead pastor.36 They also recruited Ivy Beckwith, a 

white children’s minister from a Congregationalist church in Minnesota, to be on the 

Board. Karen Ward, an African-American woman just starting a joint Episcopalian/ 

Evangelical Lutheran Emerging church plant in Seattle, Church of the Apostles, soon 

became and influential member of the core group as well. More followed in the years to 

come, though white males would remain the most visible leaders in Emergent, a reality 

that long troubled both insiders and critics.37 

Despite losing the institutional and financial backing of Leadership Network, 

Emergent very quickly and rather serendipitously found another partner to help them 

develop events and resources for the ongoing conversation they desired. The same week 

36 In an email exchange with the author from November 28, 2016, Shroyer described her 
experience as part of the leadership when she was both pregnant and in her last semester of seminary. In 
her words, “I was so tired and overwhelmed but everyone was SO fantastic about keeping me looped in and 
getting my opinion and waiting for my input. I know [Emergent Village] gets a lot of flack (and much 
deservedly) for not being supportive of women but my experience through that was nothing but inclusion 
and support.” 

37 By October 2005 the Emergent Coordinating Group had still only come to include seven women 
and two persons of color out of twenty-four total. (Tony Jones, email to Emergent Coordinating Group, 
October 19, 2005). The following month, Rudy Carrasco, a Latino member of the group since the days of 
YLN, posted a list of two-dozen bloggers of color that he said were “discussing, or re-examining, ways of 
doing and being church in a manner that resonate with the broader emerging church conversation,” though 
also acknowledging that “some might not agree with the direction of particular theological discussions” and 
“may not consider themselves "emergent”” (“Ethnic Diversity Within the Church That is Emerging,” 
emergent-us (blog), November 10, 2005, accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com 
/emergentus/2005/11/ethnic_diversit.html). 
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of the June 2001 conference call that had created Emergent, McLaren, Jones, and Pagitt 

were joined in Minneapolis by Dan Kimball, a prior Young Leaders associate and pastor 

of a Gen X church in Santa Cruz, California, as well as Mark Oestreicher, Vice President 

of Ministry Resources (and soon to be President) at Youth Specialties – an evangelical 

organization for resourcing youth ministry. Kimball and Oestreicher arrived with no prior 

knowledge of the new organization that had just been formed, originally intending to 

meet with these three leaders about helping Youth Specialties develop events and books 

for the post-youth ministry years. Nevertheless, the meeting resulted in a partnership 

between Youth Specialties and Emergent to create a series of events and books together 

with Youth Specialties’ publishing partner Zondervan, a prominent evangelical 

publishing house in Grand Rapids, Michigan.38  

 
The Emergent Conventions 

The YS/Zondervan partnership proved fruitful for a young organization run by 

volunteer leaders whose time and attention was mostly taken by more pressing 

responsibilities.39 With the institutional backing of Youth Specialties, however, over the 

next four years Emergent produced six well-attended national conventions, and published 

over a dozen books under Zondervan’s emergent/YS imprint. The national Emergent 

Convention was run twice a year (in San Diego and Nashville) from 2003-2005 as a 

                                                           
38 Dan Kimball, “Origin of the terms “Emerging” and “Emergent” church – Part 2,” Vintage Faith 

(blog), April 21, 2006, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20060423125035 
/http://www.dankimball.com/vintage_ faith/2006/04/ origins_of_the_.html; Tony Jones, “Looking Back… 
and Ahead,” emergent-us (blog), January 31, 2005, accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergent-
us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/01/looking_backand.html. 

39 Tony Jones, “So You’re Disappointed With Emergent…”, Theoblogy (blog), June 5, 2009, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2009/06/05/so-youre-disappointed-with-emergent. 
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parallel conference (i.e., same dates and location) to the National Pastor’s Convention 

(NPC), an event regularly attended by thousands of evangelical pastors. By one estimate, 

over 1000 people attended the Emergent Convention the first year and over 1500 the 

following year.40 These participants were mostly paid church leaders, some who already 

explicitly identified with the ECM and others who were sympathetic or simply curious. 

During the early-2000s many seemed still to associate the movement with its early 

discourses around innovative worship styles tooled to younger generations, and some at 

the conventions appeared disconcerted to discover the kind of deeper theological 

questions being asked.41 By the third year of the convention, seminars had been 

organized into “On-Ramp” and “Fast-Track” offerings to allow those new to the 

conversation a space to get the basics and ask questions. This strategy was not always 

successful as attendees from both the National Pastors and Emergent Conventions were 

free to attend any session at either event and critics frequently showed up to attack the 

movement.42 Nevertheless, these conventions helped introduce thousands of evangelical 

pastors to the ECM for perhaps the first time, doing much to raise the ECM’s profile 

within mainstream evangelicalism.43 

40 Brian McLaren, “How Did Emergent Start?,” brian d. mclaren (blog), September 1, 2004, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/000226.html. 

41 In one seminar session at the 2005 Nashville Convention, for instance, Brian McLaren outlined 
seven questions that he believed were driving the Emerging Church conversation: (1) What is theology? (2) 
What is the gospel? (3) What is Scripture for, and how should it be understood and used? (4) What should 
we expect for our future? (5) What is God like? (6) What is our mission and how do we seek justice? And 
(7) How do we spiritually form authentic disciples and communities of disciples?” (Brian McLaren,
“Emergent Past and Future,” seminar talk, Emergent Convention, Nashville, TN, May 2005, Audio CD.)
McLaren would later explore each of these questions in his book A New Kind of Christianity: Ten
Questions that are Transforming Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2010).

42 Julie Clawson, “Safe places,” onehandclapping (blog), September 17, 2006, accessed February 
9, 2017, http://julieclawson.com/2006/09/17/safe-places/. 

43 ECM leaders were also regularly invited to speak at Youth Specialties’ annual National Youth 
Worker Conventions and at prior (and later) National Pastors Conventions. See, for instance, the list of 
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The first Emergent Conventions in 2003 were an odd mix of the kind of celebrity 

main-stage speakers, flashy video effects, high-profile concerts, and high-energy 

contemporary worship music that were common for Youth Specialties events, combined 

with the more experimental, participatory, and contemplative/ancient-future approaches 

of the ECM.44 This mixture did not sit well with many Emergent participants, one leader 

going so far as to assert that “the general sessions are a betrayal of everything Emergent 

stands for,” insofar as they reflected the spectacle-oriented new paradigm approaches 

against which Emerging Christians were reacting.45 Much of this initial disconnect was 

likely because Youth Specialties handled planning for the first event, with only last-

minute readjustments by Emergent leaders added on the fly.46 Through trial and error, 

and a more collaborative planning process, they progressively reshaped subsequent 

Conventions to better reflect the Emerging ethos.47 The final conventions in 2005 

                                                           
ECM speakers at the National Pastors Convention for 2001-2009 compiled by Brad Sargent at “11B 
Elements in the Emergent/Progressive Industrial Complex,” Diagnosing the Emergent Movement, last 
updated March 1, 2015, accessed February 9, 2017, https://diagnosingemergent. wordpress.com/11b-
elements-in-the-emergent-progressive-industrial-complex/. Lists of speakers at Youth Specialties’ National 
Youth Workers Conventions in 2001, 2002, and 2005 can be found at: “Convention Speakers,” Youth 
Specialties National Youth Workers 2001 Convention, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org 
/web/20030310213858/http://www.youthspecialties.com/convention/2001/speakers/; “Convention 
Speakers,” Youth Specialties National Youth Workers 2002 Convention, accessed February 9, 2017, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20030418033408/http://www.youthspecialties.com/convention/2002/speakers/
; and “Speaker/Artist Quickview,” Youth Specialties NYWC 2005, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web 
.archive.org/web/20051125034717/http://www.youthspecialties.com/NYWC/2005/convention/sa/.  

44 The 2003 Emergent Convention schedule can be found at “2003 Emergent Convention Full 
Schedule – February 25 – March 1,” Emergent Convention, accessed February 8, 2017, https://web.archive 
.org/web/20030422234948/http://emergentconvention.com/2003/schedule/full.php?printIt=yes. 

45 Andy Crouch, “The Emergent Mystique,” Christianity Today 48, no. 11 (November 2004), 41. 

46 Brian McLaren, interview by author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2015. Mark Scandrette, 
interview by author, October 28, 2016.  

47 For the online planning discussions between the 2004 and 2005 conventions see the Emergent 
Convention Planning Blog at https://web.archive.org/web/20041214224301/http://www.emergent 
convention.com/planningblog/. Mark Oestreicher summarizes some of the decisions that were made on the 
“Convention Info” page of the Emergent Convention website, accessed February 9, 2017, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20041211165646/http://www.emergentconvention.com/2005/convention_info. 
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fostered participation by dividing attendees into 150-person “learning communities” that 

rotated together through conversational seminars on four broad themes – truth, the Bible, 

the church, and humanity – led by pairs of practitioners and theologians.48 They de-

prioritized the voice of main-stage celebrities by greatly shortening the evening general 

sessions to a simple “blessing,” given by the septuagenarian spiritual writer Phyllis 

Tickle, in the form of interpretive retellings of stories from the Old Testament. And they 

diversified the worship experiences by offering participants a choice of several very 

different worship events each night, including a contemplative Taizé service in a nearby 

Cathedral, a conversational “living room” style service hosted by Doug Pagitt’s church 

Solomon’s Porch, music led by an Afro-Celtic group, and an alt.worship, “transformance 

art” “theodrama” from Peter Rollins’ Ikon community in Belfast, Ireland.49 Each of these 

elements – organizing conversational clusters, removing authoritative proclamation from 

the main stage, and offering an eclectic range of experimental worship experiences – 

better expressed Emergent’s core values while at the same time offering a stark contrast 

with the “new paradigm” styles of worship and didactic teaching on display at the 

National Pastors Convention just a few ballrooms over. 

48 Theologian-Practitioner pairs for this experience included Brian McLaren and Stanley Grenz on 
the Bible, Todd Hunter and John Franke on truth; Doug Pagitt and Alan Roxburgh on the church, and Kara 
Powell and LeRon Shults on humanity. Brian Walsh replaced Grenz at the Nashville convention following 
Grenz’s untimely death in March, 2005. (Tim Keel, “Some Brief Reflections,” emergent-us (blog), 
February 7, 2005, accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/02/some_ 
brief_refl.html). 

49 Mike Clawson, “The Emergent Convention 2005,” Emerging Pensees (blog), May 23, 2005, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://emergingpensees.blogspot.com/2005/05/emergent-convention-2005.html; 
Tim Conder, “More Convention Reflections,” emergent-us (blog), February 13, 2005, accessed February 9, 
2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergent us/2005/02/more_convention.html; Jay Voorhees, 
“Emergent Convention Nashville 2005,” Only Wonder Understands (blog), February 17, 2005, accessed 
February 9, 2017, http://onlywonder.com/2005/02/emergent-convention-nashville-2005/. For examples of 
Ikon’s theodramas, see Peter Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God (Brewster, MA: Paraclete, 2006), 73-137.  
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Emerging Women 

The Emerging Women Leaders Initiative (EWLI) also grew out of the Emergent 

Conventions. At the first San Diego Convention in 2003, Heather Kirk-Davidoff, a 

Congregationalist minister, and Holly Rankin Zaher, faculty at Trinity Episcopal 

Seminary, reacted to the near absence of female speakers by brainstorming steps for 

bringing women into more prominent leadership in the ECM.50 Presenting their ideas to 

Brian McLaren, they were empowered to offer these publicly on the Emergent website. 

An outpouring of interest among other women soon led to a $10,000 grant from a private 

donor to begin realizing their goals. Kirk-Davidoff and Rankin Zaher immediately 

recruited several others to help coordinate this new Emerging Women Leaders Initiative: 

Kelly Bean, a church leader from Portland, Oregon, Grace McLaren, wife of Brian 

McLaren and co-founder of Cedar Ridge Community Church in Maryland, and Jen 

Lemen, a labor doula and former teacher also from Maryland.51  

Over the next three years, and with the help of additional institutional partners – 

NavPress, Mars Hill Graduate School, The Alban Institute, and Easum-Bandy & 

Associates – EWLI organized multiple gatherings for Emerging women leaders. They 

hosted women’s breakfasts at each Emergent Convention in both 2004 and 2005, and, 

together with Mars Hill Graduate School in Seattle, offered a Critical Concern Course on 

Emerging Women’s Leadership preceding each of the 2005 conventions.52 Their 

                                                           
50 Heather Kirk-Davidoff, “A History of the Emerging Women’s Leadership Initiative,” Emerging 

Women Leaders, 2004, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20050514102746/http:// 
www.emergingwomenleaders.org/who_we_are/a_history_of_the_emerging_womens_leadership_initiative.
html. 

51 “Our Team,” Emerging Women Leaders, 2004, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive 
.org/web/20050207030130/http://www.emergingwomenleaders.org/who_we_are/our_team.html. 

52 Kelly Bean, Facebook message to author, December 8, 2016; “What’s Ahead,” Emerging 
Women Leaders, 2004, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20050207014448 
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influence also helped ensure that by the final Emergent Conventions in 2005, the gender 

balance on stage and in seminars was nearly equal.53 In addition, they convened a EWLI 

National Consultation with several dozen women in Georgia in June 2004 to discuss 

“new forms of leadership for emerging forms of church,”54 and called for other leaders to 

host similar regional gatherings around the country.55 As a final formal task, in 2006 

EWLI also published a journal titled Effloresce highlighting poetry, artwork, sermons, 

and articles to “inspire and encourage women who are in leadership in today’s emerging 

context.”56 

According to Kelly Bean, having spent all of their initial grant money and having 

achieved their defined goals to see “generative and collaborative relationships born and 

carried forward into new ministries and endeavors and creative partnerships,” and to 

bring “greater recognition to women engaged in leading in remarkable ways,” the EWLI 

coordinators “felt satisfied that we’d made a difference and could bring formal closure, 

thus paving the way for new initiatives to spring up in the soil prepared.”57 New 

/http://emergingwomen leaders.org/whats_ahead/; “Critical Concern Courses,” Emergent Convention, 
accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20041210222446/http://www.emergentconvention 
.com/2005/convention_info/ccc.php 

53 Mark Oestreicher, “12 Minutes of Rage,” whyismarko (blog), May 21, 2005, accessed February 
9, 2017, http://whyismarko.com/12-minutes-of-rage/. 

54 “Emerging Women’s Leadership Initiative National Consultation,” Emerging Women Leaders, 
2004, accessed February 9, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20050310045610/http://www 
.emergingwomenleaders.org/whats_ahead/emerging_womens_leadership_initiative_national_consultation.
html. 

55 Regional events were held in Indianapolis and Virginia Beach in 2006, and outside of both 
Chicago and Portland in 2007. The Portland gathering, labeled “Convergence,” convened by Kelly Bean 
and other innovative women leaders in the Pacific Northwest, took on a life of its own and continued to 
hold annual gatherings for the next decade, drawing female clergy and laywomen from around the country 
(Kelly Bean, Facebook message to author, December 8, 2016). 

56 Holly Rankin Zaher, “Letter from the Editor,” Effloresce 0, no. 1 (Summer 2006): 2. 

57 Kelly Bean, Facebook message to author, December 8, 2016. 
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initiatives did indeed spring up. With EWLI winding down in 2006, Julie Clawson, an 

Emerging church planter near Chicago, launched the Emerging Women’s blog to 

continue providing a platform for female voices in the ECM. It hosted posts and 

conversations among scores of Emerging women from 2006 through 2010. Around this 

same time, an effort was spearheaded by Sarah Sayles, a worship leader from 

Albuquerque, and Sarah Notton, leader of the Indianapolis Emergent Cohort, to create a 

full-scale independent Emerging Women website. Tragically, this effort was short-

circuited by the Emergent leadership, mostly men at that point, who were also seeking 

funding to revamp the Emergent Village website and wanted to avoid competing for 

donors with the Emerging Women group. Instead they offered to create a section for 

Emerging Women within the Emergent Village website. The Emergent leadership failed 

to prioritize this or communicate effectively with the web developer, however, resulting 

in this section being added hastily and with minimal functionality. Sayles and several of 

the other Emerging Women who had been leading the website initiative distanced 

themselves from Emergent due to this perceived mishandling and marginalization of their 

efforts.58 These events, earlier EWLI efforts notwithstanding, would contribute to 

growing criticism of Emergent around issues of gender inclusion that began to arise 

around this time. 

Glorieta Gatherings and Emergent Theological Conversations 

Besides the Emergent Conventions, Emergent also hosted several smaller annual 

gatherings. From 2001 to 2007 a small core group of Emergent leaders and friends 

58 Sarah Sayles, Facebook message to author, December 8, 2016. 
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gathered every Fall outside of Santa Fe, New Mexico for the “Glorieta Gathering.”59 An 

informal affair attended by a few dozen in the beginning, but well-over 100 in the later 

years, the Glorieta Gatherings were unstructured and focused on relationship-building. 

Any participant could suggest a discussion they wanted to lead or an activity they wanted 

to offer, and any could choose to participate as they so desired. Food was prepared 

communally, and parties and conversations extended late into the night. These annual 

gatherings served to bond the Emergent leadership into close-knit friendships, and 

offered an opportunity for newcomers to connect more deeply with those who had been a 

part of the movement longer – an important function for an organization and a movement 

that found its unity primarily through relationships rather than a bounded set of doctrinal 

agreements or even a centered set of core beliefs or shared goals.60 

Emergent also hosted annual Theological Conversations as a way of enacting 

their commitment to bring creative ministry practitioners into conversation with ground-

breaking scholars. While still under Leadership Network as the Terranova Theology 

Project, they had hosted a “Forum on Postmodern Hermeneutics at Fuller Seminary in 

Pasadena with philosophical theologians Nancey Murphy and Dallas Willard. Attended 

59 These were held at the Glorieta Conference Center, a site owned and run at the time by Southern 
Baptist publisher LifeWay Resources. Though the Center had no formal connection to the Gatherings other 
than renting their facilities for the event, several early Emergent leaders, including Chris Seay and Danielle 
Shroyer, did have roots in the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). The theological openness of Emergent 
itself has prevented it from having much impact in the determinedly conservative SBC. The broader ECM, 
especially in its discourses around missional ecclesiology and culturally relevant ministry practices, has had 
some influence among younger SBC pastors and church planters, however (cf. the Baptist21 Network, 
accessed February 9, 2017, http://baptist21.com/), and gained cautious acceptance among leading SBC 
thinkers (William D. Henard and Adam W. Greenway, Evangelicals Engaging Emergent: A Discussion of 
the Emergent Church Movement (Nashville: B&H, 2009)), though some Emerging leaders’ openness 
toward alcohol consumption and penchant for colorful language remained points of controversy (Sarah 
Eekhoff Zylstra, “Brewing Battle,” Christianity Today, June 29, 2007, accessed February 14, 2017, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/july/6.16.html.). 

60 Jones, New Christians, 56. 
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by only a few dozen people and oriented around free-flowing conversation rather than 

lectures or presentations, the event became the model for subsequent Emergent Village 

Theological Conversations held between 2002-2012.61 Most of the invited scholars 

represented liberal (or post-liberal) and critical traditions of religious scholarship rather 

than more conservative evangelical perspectives, thus highlighting the theological 

trajectory of many associated with Emergent over this decade – from the implications of 

postmodern hermeneutics and ethics, to the political emphases of liberation and 

postcolonial theologies, to the radical metaphysical reorientations of process theology. It 

also perhaps helps to explain why those engaged in the more theological spheres of ECM 

                                                           
61 These were held in 2002 with bible scholar Jo-Ann Badley in Houston, in 2003 with theologian 

and ethicist Stanley Hauerwas of Duke Divinity School in Chapel Hill, in 2004 with biblical theologian 
Walter Bruggeman of Columbia Theological Seminary in Atlanta, 2006 with public theologian Miroslav 
Volf at Yale Divinity School in Connecticut, in 2007 with philosophers John Caputo and Richard Kearney 
held at Eastern University in Philadelphia, in 2008 in Kansas City with a panel of New Testament Pauline 
scholars, in 2009 with liberation theologian Jürgen Moltmann in Chicago, in 2010 with postcolonial 
theologians Musa Dube, Richard Twiss, and Colin Greene in Atlanta, and a final Conversation in 2012 with 
process theologians Monica Coleman, John Cobb, and Philip Clayton at Claremont School of Theology in 
California. (Troy Bronsink, interview by author, Cincinnati, OH, October 19, 2015; Dwight Friesen, 
“Emergent Village 2010 Theological Conversation,” Dwight Friesen (blog), April 21, 2010, accessed 
February 9, 2017, http://dwightfriesen.com/2010/04/emergent-village-2010-theological-conversation/; 
Tripp Fuller, “Emergent Village Theological Conversation Audio Collection,” Homebrewed Christianity, 
September 21, 2012, accessed February 9, 2017,  https://homebrewedchristianity.com/2012/09/21 
/emergent-village-theological-conversation-audio-collection/; Geoff Holsclaw, “Emergent Theological 
Conversation,” The Church and Postmodern Culture (blog), December 6, 2006, accessed February 9, 2017,  
http://churchandpomo.typepad.com/conversation/2006/12/ emergent_theolo.html; Wyatt Houtz, “Jürgen 
Moltmann at the Emergent Village Theological Conversation in 2009 (audio),” PostBarthian (blog), July 
14, 2014, accessed February 9, 2017, http://postbarthian.com/2014/07/14/jurgen-moltmann-emergent-
village-theological-conversation-2009/; Robert Inglis, “New Christian Group Gathers at Div. School,” Yale 
Daily News, February 8, 2006, accessed February 9, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20060723114546 
/http://www.yaledailynews.com/article.asp?AID=31708; Tony Jones, The Emergent Theological 
Conversation (blog), 2006, http://emergentconversation. blogspot.com/; Tony Jones, interview by author, 
December 7, 2016; “Paul & the Church,” Reclaiming Paul (blog), June 18, 2008, accessed February 9, 
2017, http://web.archive.org/web/ 20080826073429/http://www.reclaimingpaul.org/?p=1; Danielle 
Shroyer, “The Emergent Village Theological Conversation: A Brief History,” Danielle Shroyer (blog), 
September 2, 2010, accessed February 9, 2017, http://danielleshroyer.com/the-emergent-village-
theological-conversation-a-brief-history/.) 
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discourse would soon come under fire from the gatekeepers of various evangelical 

institutions.62  

Emergent Cohorts 

In addition to these national events, Emergent also multiplied local learning 

communities known as cohorts. Usually consisting of both laity and clergy, these small 

groups ranged anywhere from half a dozen to several dozen attendees and typically met 

monthly to discuss topics related to ministry, spirituality, and theology in the emerging 

postmodern culture. They were envisioned as “a place of communal exploration, 

theological and professional reflection, honest connection, and strategic collaboration… 

geared toward post-critical, constructive conversation, rather than deconstructive rants 

about the current state of the Church.”63 The desire to organize local cohorts had been 

present from the very beginning of Emergent.64 A handful were initially formed by the 

core Emergent leaders in their own areas, but many other cohorts sprang up almost ex 

nihilo in various urban areas around the country and only later came to affiliate with 

Emergent as they discovered the wider conversation already going on. Others groups 

began as “Indie Allies Meetups” promoted by Spencer Burke through theOoze and at his 

Soularize conferences, and only later attached themselves to Emergent as well.65 

62 See, for instance, Gregg Allison, Micah Carter, J. Ligon Duncan, Keith Goad, Jim Hamilton, 
Jonathan Leeman, and Stephen Wellum, “The Emerging Consequences of Whose Ideas?,” 9Marks, 
February 26, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, https://9marks.org/article/emerging-consequences-whose-
ideas/. 

63 Tony Jones, “Contributors and Cohorts,” emergent-us (blog), February 3, 2005, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/02/contributors_an.html. 

64 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016. 

65 Steve Knight, interview by author, New York City, NY, April 17, 2016. 
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By 2004 a National Emergent Cohorts Team had been formed to multiply cohorts 

around the country by helping to connect individuals wanting to meet other Emerging 

Christians in their area, providing suggestions for starting new cohorts and insights on 

how to lead them, and maintaining an online directory of existing cohorts for the 

Emergent website. 66 Within two years there were nearly three dozen cohorts around the 

country listed on the Emergent blog, and more multiplied as interest in the ECM 

continued to grow.67 Most cohorts had a life-cycle of only a few years, however.68 

Typically they would form as a kind of safe-space for clergy and laity to ask questions 

that were unacceptable within their usual religious circles. Depending on the make-up, 

interests, and education level of the cohort, these could range from entry-level questions 

about postmodernity and its implications for faith and ministry, to much headier 

theological or philosophical discussions. Often, after individuals’ questioning subsided 

and they had reassured themselves that they were “not the only crazy ones out there,” the 

cohort would dwindle and drift apart. Sometimes, especially in larger urban areas, 

newcomers or even new leadership would arise to keep the cohort going, or to revive one 

that had stopped meeting. In other cities, the proliferation of new Emerging churches 

                                                           
66 “Cohorts Page,” emergent-us (blog), accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad 

.com/cohorts/; Tim Conder, “Cohorts/Learning Communities,” emergent-us (blog), February 25, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/02/cohortslearning .html; 
Geoff Holsclaw, Facebook message to author, December 14, 2016. The cohorts team at this time consisted 
of Geoff Holsclaw, Rick Bennet, Tim Conder, Mike King, Laci Scott, and Andrea Summers.  

67 Between 2006 and 2011 Emergent received requests from well over 500 individuals looking to 
join or start cohorts in their local areas, out of which were formed over 140 separate cohorts in nearly every 
State as well as at least half-a-dozen international cohorts on three different continents. (“EV Cohort 
Directory.” This is a spreadsheet of every Emergent Cohort that existed at any point between 2002-2013, as 
well as inquiries about new cohorts received between 2006 and 2011. It was maintained at various points 
by myself, Bill Colburn, Dixon Kinser, Jeff Kursonis, Sarah Notton, and Mark Russell, who composed the 
National Emergent Cohorts Team during some or all of those years.) 

68 Geoff Holsclaw, “The Life Cycle of a Cohort,” emergent-us (blog), November 3, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/cohorts/2005/11/the_life_cycle_.html.  
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eventually made Emergent cohorts redundant. Because of such dynamics, the number of 

active cohorts fluctuated year-to-year. At their height, around 2007, there were over 100 

active cohorts, though by 2011 there were about half that number still active.69 By 2014, 

when the Emergent Village website shut down, almost none were still in existence. By 

that point, the ECM itself had evolved into new and different forms, and cohorts 

specifically connected to Emergent Village had become obsolete. 

While they existed, cohorts proved effective tools for developing local 

partnerships for Emergent and fostering the broader Emerging conversation in more 

specific contexts. Several cohorts organized regional Emergent conferences, including 

two hosted by the Pittsburgh Emergent Cohort in 2006, as well as a 2007 Midwest 

Emergent Gathering in Chicago.70 These gatherings were done in partnership with local 

seminaries. Other kinds of collaborations between seminaries and Emergent cohorts 

proved fruitful as well. Some cohorts, for instance, utilized the resources of local 

seminaries to host speaking events with well-known Emergent leaders and authors, and 

these seminaries also found ways to connect students desiring more experience with 

Emerging forms of ministry with local Emergent cohorts. On an interpersonal level, 

cohorts also provided the context for many productive relationships among Emerging 

leaders and faith communities, for instance, as Tim Conder described among his cohort in 

the Raleigh-Durham area: “Even in our neophyte stage, many easy collaborations have 

69 Steve Knight, “State of Emergent Cohorts 2012,” Emerging Voices (blog), May 21, 2012, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/emergentvillage/2012/05/state-of-emergent-
cohorts-2012/. 

70 “Events,” Emergent Pittsburgh, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web 
/20100511090744/http://www.emergentpittsburgh.org/?page_id=17; David Fitch, “The Midwest Emergent 
Gathering Reminder,” Missio Alliance, June 23, 2007, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.missioalliance.org/the-midwest-emergent-gathering-a-reminder/. 
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occurred. Several of us have spoken at each other's ministry gatherings. Two of the 

communities in our original core are sharing space. Relationships are forming quickly 

that are becoming the basis of a thriving community.”71 Similar collaborations could 

likely be mentioned for nearly every Emergent cohort. In many ways cohorts were the 

life-blood of Emergent, and perhaps for the ECM as a whole. More than conferences, 

books, or websites, cohorts were the primary vehicle for significant real-life friendships 

and transformative face-to-face conversations among Emerging Christians. 

 
EmergentYS Books 

Besides national events and local cohorts, Emergent disseminated its ideas 

through the new line of emergentYS books that came out between 2003-2006.72 One of 

Emergent’s original purposes was to find and promote new voices who could contribute 

to the Emerging conversation. Their partnership with Youth Specialties and Zondervan 

thus served not only as a publishing vehicle for authors directly affiliated with Emergent, 

but for many others also connected to the broader ECM in the early 2000s. Several of the 

books pulled together multiple voices into conversation around a particular theme.73 A 

                                                           
71 Conder, “Cohorts/Learning Communities.” 

72 Not all of the books published through this partnership explicitly bore the emergentYS imprint 
as some were marketed to a broader audience outside of youth ministry circles. In addition, some of the 
contracted books came out after Zondervan had already decided to discontinue the emergentYS partnership 
and distance itself from the ECM. 

73 Brian McLaren and Tony Campolo, Adventures in Missing the Point: How the Culture-
Controlled Church Neutered the Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Spencer Burke and Colleen 
Pepper, Making Sense of Church: Eavesdropping on Emerging Conversations about God, Community, and 
Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Leonard Sweet, ed., The Church in Emerging Culture: Five 
Perspectives (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Leonard Sweet, Brian McLaren, and Jerry 
Haselmayer, A is for Abductive: The Language of the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2003); Dave Tomlinson, The Post-Evangelical, Revised North American Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2003).  
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few took the form of personal spiritual memoirs.74 Others highlighted ministry 

practitioners experimenting with innovative methods in light of postmodernity.75 And at 

least one, Brian McLaren’s A Generous Orthodoxy, pushed enough theological 

boundaries to cause Zondervan to rethink the entire arrangement.76  

One of the first emergentYS books, Stories of Emergence, highlighted the 

personal narratives of fourteen diverse contributors describing their various journeys out 

of more “absolute” religious backgrounds into a version of faith more open to honest 

questions and new approaches. The book reflected the deconstructive tone of many 

Emerging Christians during these early years of the movement. Many were disillusioned 

with and critical of the churches they were raised in, though these critiques were born out 

of genuine personal struggle and a strong desire for a more sustainable and authentic 

faith. Leaving behind beliefs, practices, and communities that have shaped one’s core 

identity is often traumatic, and both personal and professional sacrifices are reflected in 

74 Renée Altson, Stumbling Toward Faith: My Longing to Heal from the Evil that God Allowed 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004); Chris Seay, Faith of My Fathers: Conversations with Three 
Generations of Pastors about Church, Ministry, and Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Mike 
Yaconelli, ed., Stories of Emergence: Moving from Absolute to Authentic (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2003). 

75 Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st Century (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004); Tim Conder, The Church in Transition: The Journey of Existing Churches 
into the Emerging Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Chris Folmsbee, A New Kind of Youth 
Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006); Dan Kimball, The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity 
for New Generations (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), and Emerging Worship: Creating Worship 
Gatherings for New Generations (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004); Tony Jones, The Sacred Way: 
Spiritual Practices for Everyday Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Mark Miller, Experiential 
Storytelling: (Re)Discovering Narrative to Communicate God’s Message (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2003); Joseph R. Myers, The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small Groups 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Doug Pagitt, Reimagining Spiritual Formation: The Spiritual 
Formation of People in Communities of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), and Preaching Re-
Imagined: The Role of the Sermon in Communities of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); Steve 
Taylor, The Out of Bounds Church: Learning to Create a Community of Faith in a Culture of Change 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005). 

76 Brian McLaren, interview with the author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2015. 
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many of the stories.  For these contributors, as with many drawn to the ECM, the journey 

from the security of a settled faith, to life on what Tony Jones described as the rugged 

“emergent frontier,” was not a mere intellectual shift; it was an inescapable existential 

necessity. As Jones explained, “most people do it because they see no other choice: it’s 

leave or die (spiritually speaking).”77 As is suggested by the very term “emerging” itself, 

the self-identity of those within the ECM, especially during these early deconstructive 

years, was typically framed in terms of a journey away from an increasingly untenable 

kind of Christian faith, but toward something as yet only indistinct and undefined.  

It was perhaps for this reason that Emerging Christians sometimes gained a 

reputation for being merely rebellious and reactionary in a somewhat adolescent 

manner.78 The tone of their writings and personal engagements, especially early on and 

especially among certain prominent spokespersons, was often perceived as brash, angry, 

and sometimes arrogantly naïve in their pronouncements about the shortcomings of the 

existing church and their prescriptions for the future  This critical attitude would turn off 

many who were still faithfully serving existing churches or who did not feel the same 

depth of discontent with evangelical theologies or forms of church. On the other hand, the 

willingness of those in the ECM to speak honestly and bluntly about their critiques of 

modern American Christianity also appealed to many other evangelicals who did in fact 

share this disillusionment and desire for change.  

 

                                                           
77 Jones, New Christians, 59. 

78 Jones, New Christians, 70; Tony Jones, “Some Thoughts About Mark Driscoll,” Theoblogy 
(blog), September 4, 2014, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2014/09/04/some-thoughts-
about-mark-driscoll/; Doug Pagitt, “Karma Kick-Back?” Doug Pagitt (blog), March 27, 2010, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20110222224244/http://dougpagitt.com/2010/03/karma-
kick-back/.  



316 

The Brian McLaren Effect 

The book that would most effectively express this Emerging discontent, and raise 

the profile of the Emerging Church Movement substantially, was actually published prior 

to the emergntYS partnership, under a Leadership Network imprint – Brian McLaren’s 

2001 best-seller A New Kind of Christian. Written in Socratic story-form as a dialogue 

between Dan, a disillusioned evangelical pastor, and Neo, an Episcopalian layman and 

Jamaican immigrant, the book was a semi-autobiographical account of McLaren’s own 

experience in the mid-1990s of feeling caught “between something real and something 

wrong in Christian faith.”79 McLaren wrote, “At the time I could only see two 

alternatives: 1) continue practicing and promoting a version of Christianity that I had 

deepening reservations about or 2) leave Christian ministry, and perhaps the Christian 

path, altogether. There was a third alternative that I hadn’t yet considered: learn to be a 

Christian in a new way. That is the subject of this book.”80 McLaren’s new explorations 

in the book included a host of controversial theological questions around issues of 

biblical interpretation, religious pluralism, cultural contextualization of the gospel, the 

meaning of salvation, heaven and hell, inclusivism versus exclusivism, and Christian 

legalism. Intending to provoke conversation rather than provide firm answers, McLaren’s 

book pointed in the direction he and others in the ECM seemed to be going, but drew no 

hard lines.81 

79 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions that Are Transforming the Faith 
(New York: HarperOne, 2010), 7. 

80 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), ix-x. 

81 Ibid., xviii. 
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The book struck a chord with many in the wider evangelical world, selling over 

100,000 copies and garnering much attention among religious media and the Christian 

publishing industry.82 The book served as a touchpoint and gateway for many into the 

ECM.83 According to McLaren, the most common feedback he received was something 

like, “You’ve said exactly what I’ve been thinking for years, but I couldn’t put it into 

words. I’m so relieved to know I’m not crazy, or at least I’m not the only one who is 

crazy.”84 McLaren, and the Emerging conversation he represented, had tapped into a 

broad undercurrent of disillusionment among many evangelicals and effectively 

articulated the substance of much of their unease. All of the issues raised in McLaren’s 

book, and more, would soon become regular topics of discourse within the ECM.   

Tony Jones has described this as “the New Kind of Christian effect,” but, in truth, 

the influence of Brian McLaren over the shape and direction of the ECM has extended far 

beyond that one book. His popularity as a speaker and writer, greatly aided by McLaren’s 

                                                           
82 Sales figure found in Warren Bird, “Emerging Church Movement,” in Encyclopedia of Religion 

in America, ed. C.H. Lippy and P.W. Williams (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010), 682. A New Kind of 
Christian garnered a cover story in The Christian Century (Jason Byassee, “New Kind of Christian: An 
Emergent Voice,” Christian Century, November 30, 2004). It also received an Award of Merit from 
Christianity Today (“2002 Christianity Today Book Awards,” Christianity Today, April 22, 2002, 34), 
though also a negative review by the managing editor (Mark Galli, “The Long View: The Virtue of 
Unoriginality,” Christianity Today, April 1, 2002). The late Phyllis Tickle also often told of an experience 
at the 2001 Christian Booksellers Association conference where, as the associate editor for religion at 
Publisher’s Weekly, she was asked by a group of reporters, “Other than Rick Warren’s Purpose-Driven 
Church, what is one book here that you think will be around for a long time? A book we haven’t heard of?” 
She quickly replied “A New Kind of Christian by Brian McLaren,” at which point the reporters walked en 
masse to the Jossey-Bass publisher’s booth where a heretofore little-known McLaren was besieged with 
book-signing requests (related in Jones, New Christians, 50). 

83 Researcher James Bielo reports that A New Kind of Christian was “one of the most often-cited 
as formative” by his consultants (Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity 
(New York: NYU Press, 2011), 38). Likewise, Tony Jones mentions McLaren’s email being besieged with 
correspondence from Christians resonating with the faith struggles described in the book. “It’s clear that 
[the book] touched a nerve” (New Christians, 51).  

84 Brian McLaren, Everything Must Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution of Hope 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 44. 
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own personal demeanor – an effective mix of irenic and self-effacing graciousness, even 

toward his critics, combined with a willingness to nevertheless speak honestly about his 

disagreements with aspects of contemporary Christianity – soon made McLaren the most 

recognizable figure in the ECM.85 Praising his 2004 volume, A Generous Orthodoxy, 

Phyllis Tickle went so far as to describe McLaren as the Martin Luther of Emergence 

Christianity, naming him the movement’s symbolic leader and spokesman.86 Christianity 

Today gave him a recurring column in their Leadership magazine, putting his name and 

ideas in front of evangelical leaders on a regular basis. McLaren himself would also 

report that both New Kind of Christian and Generous Orthodoxy were frequently used in 

reading groups, seminary classes, conferences, and retreats, and that, as a result, he began 

receiving speaking invitations from across the country and around the world in many 

different denominations.87  

The effect of McLaren’s influence was to push the ECM’s discourse in the 

direction of increasingly controversial theological discussions – controversies that would 

85 Mark Driscoll, even while writing about his severe disagreements with McLaren’s theology, 
describes him as “a warmly engaging person who is able to speak and write about theologically 
controversial issues while being gracious” (Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev., 99). 

86 Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2008), 164. 

87 McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity, 11. For Brian’s speaking schedule since 2007 see 
“Current Schedule,” brian d. mclaren, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives 
/schedule/current-schedul/. Prior to 2007, November 2003-November 2004 is the only other year for which 
a speaking schedule is still accessible online (“2003 Speaking Calendar Date Place,” Brian McLaren, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/2003_speaking_calendar_date_ place-
7.html). This time-frame offers a representative snapshot of where McLaren’s influence was being
particularly felt while at the height of his popularity in evangelical circles. It includes thirty-five speaking
engagements in eighteen different states and six different countries among at least ten different, primarily
evangelical, denominations. In his book Brian McLaren in Focus (Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 2016), Scott
Burson also provides a list of thirty-three colleges and seminaries where McLaren has spoken over the year,
and also notes that he has personally taught courses at Fuller Seminary, Biblical Seminary, Mars Hill
Graduate School, and Western Seminary (66). These details are confirmed by McLaren’s comprehensive
speaking schedule from November 2003-June 2014, provided to me by his booking assistant, Laci Scott.
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eventually result in divisions within the movement and growing criticism from without. 

While the origins of the ECM’s theology were in conversations around epistemology, 

missiology, and ecclesiology – usually in relation to practical church ministry, McLaren’s 

books helped move the discourse into more foundational issues of evangelical theology – 

to the very nature of God, the Bible, and the Christian gospel. As he would argue in one 

of them, McLaren believed that both the methods and the message of Christianity needed 

to evolve in light of ever-changing historical circumstances: “The message itself changes 

because the message changes its context, which is to say that the message itself changes 

by addressing new situations and problems and opportunities in new ways – because the 

message keeps changing the situation, the world, the context wherever it is proclaimed 

and practiced.”88 Many in the ECM seemed to agree, though others became concerned 

with just how much of the message McLaren was willing to change. 

Most of McLaren’s questions were raised only in brief in A New Kind of 

Christian. His subsequent publications would tackle each in greater detail as he 

deliberately turned from merely explaining the concept of postmodernity, to more 

concrete reconstructions of Christian theology from the vantage point of this emerging 

postmodern culture.89 His first sequel to A New Kind of Christian, The Story We Find 

Ourselves In, engaged with the problem of evolutionary theory and Christian faith by 

proposing a hermeneutic that understood the Bible as an unfolding narrative of God’s 

mutual partnership with a free and dynamic created world. The third installment, The 

                                                           
88 Brian McLaren, “The Method, the Message, and the Ongoing Story,” in Church in Emerging 

Culture, 210. 

89 Brian D. McLaren, The Story We Find Ourselves In: Further Adventures of a New Kind of 
Christian (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003), x. 
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Last Word and the Word After That, delved even deeper into controversy by questioning 

the traditional evangelical doctrine of postmortem damnation and ultimately rejecting the 

conception of Hell as a literal place of eternal conscious torment.90 Both were unique 

among other ECM books during these years for addressing core, and thus controversial, 

theological issues without much reference to more practical matters of spiritual practice 

or church ministry.  

The book that would garner the most attention and generate the most controversy 

during this period, however, was Generous Orthodoxy, in which McLaren attempted to 

offer an inclusive and constructive version of the Christian faith by drawing upon the 

strengths of a wide variety of historic traditions while recasting each for a postmodern 

age.91 Despite his desire to find a common core for Christian unity, McLaren’s 

deliberately provocative and oblique writing style, as well as his critical stance toward 

certain aspects of conservative Calvinism, also on the rise among evangelicals around 

that time, led to much negative backlash, up to and including an attempt at Zondervan to 

cancel the publication of the book.92 Reformed scholar David Wells of Gordon-Conwell 

Theological Seminary argued that the book was “neither generous to those who take a 

more traditional Christian position, nor is it orthodox.”93 Pastor John MacArthur, founder 

90 Brian D. McLaren, The Last Word and the Word After That: A Tale of Faith, Doubt, and a New 
Kind of Christianity (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005). 

91 The subtitle of the book illustrates McLaren’s approach and offers a summary of its contents: 
“Why I am a missional, evangelical, post/protestant, liberal/conservative, mystical/poetic, biblical, 
charismatic/contemplative, fundamentalist/calvinist, anabaptist/anglican, methodist, catholic, green, 
incarnational, depressed-yet-hopeful, emergent, unfinished Christian” (A Generous Orthodoxy (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004)). 

92 Brian McLaren, interview with the author, Marco Island, FL, December 16, 2015. See also, 
Jones, New Christians, 51. 

93 David F. Wells, The Courage to Be Protestant: Truth-lovers, Marketers, and Emergents in the 
Postmodern World (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 87. 
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and president of the Master’s College and Seminary, took issue with McLaren’s strategy 

of being deliberately ambiguous and provocative rather than taking a clear stand for 

doctrinal clarity, describing this as “a sinful way of nurturing unbelief.”94  

McLaren would ultimately respond to his critic’s demand for a more definitive 

stand with his 2010 book A New Kind of Christianity in which he clearly, if provisionally, 

laid out his views on the Bible, God, Jesus, the nature of the gospel, the church, human 

sexuality, eschatology, and pluralism – most of which challenged traditional evangelical 

perspectives. Despite this greater clarity on his positions, McLaren still insisted that “we 

need more than a new static location from which to proclaim, “Here I Stand!” Instead we 

need a new dynamic direction into which we move together, proclaiming, “Here we 

go!”95 McLaren hoped that by clearing the air on certain controversial topics, his 

evangelical audiences would be able to refocus on global crises that he felt were much 

more urgent: economic injustice, environmental destruction, and rising militarism. 

Instead the book became the final straw in McLaren’s rejection by the gatekeepers of 

evangelicalism. To them it confirmed their suspicion that McLaren no longer believed the 

Bible to be the authoritative word of God, and was beholden instead to his “left-wing” 

political views and a desire to soft-pedal God’s wrath and judgment.96 Even his friend 

and sometime ECM participant, Scot McKnight of North Park University, declared in a 

lengthy review for Christianity Today that Brian’s views were nothing more than a 

                                                           
94 John MacArthur, The Truth War: Fighting for Certainty in an Age of Deception (Nashville: 

Thomas Nelson, 2007), xi. 

95 McLaren, New Kind of Christainity, 254. 

96 Kevin DeYoung, “Christianity and McLarenism: Ten Questions and Ten Problems,” The Gospel 
Coalition (blog), February 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org 
/kevindeyoung/files/2010/02/Christianity-and-McLarenism2.pdf. 
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rehash of liberal theology (a la Adolf von Harnack and Marcus Borg) that had little space 

for orthodoxy. McKnight particularly faulted McLaren for his suggestion that human 

conceptions of God’s character evolve within the biblical text, moving from a violent 

God in the Hebrew Scriptures to a God of mercy in the New Testament. He also 

complains that McLaren unfairly demonizes evangelicals based on what McKnight 

claims is a false caricature of their beliefs. “Brian McLaren has grown tired of 

evangelicalism,” McKnight wrote. “In turn, many evangelicals are wearied with Brian.”97 

All this was later, however. In 2004, such a definitive break between mainstream 

evangelicals and those in the more “Emergent” wing of the ECM had not yet occurred.  

97 Scot McKnight, “Book Review: Brian McLaren’s ‘A New Kind of Christianity’,” Christianity 
Today, March 2010, 59-66. McLaren would respond to these critiques in a variety of forums, defending and 
clarifying his views, and reaffirming his commitment to historic Christian orthodoxy (see, for instance, 
Mike Clawson, “Brian McLaren Clarifies Some Questions About ANKoC: Part IV,” Emerging Pensees 
(blog), March 8, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergingpensees.blogspot.com/2010/03/brian-
mclaren-clarifies-some-questions_08.html; Gabe Lyons, “Brian McLaren: “Conversations on Being a 
Heretic”,” Q Ideas, accessed January 14, 2017, http://qideas.org/articles/brian-mclaren-conversations-on-
being-a-heretic/; Brian McLaren, “Reviews: A New Kind of Christianity… Christianity Today, Part 1,” 
brian d. mclaren (blog), March 3, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net 
/archives/blog/reviews-a-new-kind-of-christiani-8.html, and “Reviews: A New Kind of Christianity… 
Christianity Today, Part 2,” brian d. mclaren (blog), March 8, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/reviews-a-new-kind-of-christiani-11.html). McLaren showed little 
interest, however, in defending whether he still belonged in the evangelical camp. To a later critic who 
raised the question, McLaren responded “So does the E-word [evangelical] apply? I think all my books are 
works of evangelism, expressions of a truly evangelical spirit - in that they proclaim the good news of 
Christ (as I understand it) and call people to rethink everything and become followers of Christ's new way 
of life and new vision of truth. But the Evangelical label/brand is being managed by others, so they'll have 
to decide whether my assessment matches theirs” (Brian McLaren, “An interesting discussion, somewhat 
peripherally about me…,” brian d. mclaren (blog), accessed January 14, 2017, http://brianmclaren.net/ 
archives/blog/an-interesting-discussion-somewh.html). This was in keeping with McLaren longstanding 
non-combative approach to his critics (Brian McLaren, “A Friendly Note to My Critics,” brian d. mclaren 
(blog), July 2006, accessed January 14, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/2006/07/a_friendly 
_note_to_my_critics_382.html). For instance, at a Chicagoland Emergent Cohort meeting in September, 
2005, McLaren replied to a seminarian wondering how to engage her advisor, D.A. Carson, about his 
recently published critique of the ECM. “Don't,” said McLaren. “If he thinks we're ‘dead,’ we can just go 
about our business” (Jennifer Ould, comment on Mike Clawson’s Facebook page, December 15, 2016 
(12:45 p.m.), accessed February 10, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid= 
10154071215852409&set=a.10150158304417409.284629.510502408&type=3&theater). 



323 
 

Emerging Leaders beyond Emergent  

From the beginning, Emergent saw itself as but one hub of the ECM, seeking to 

serve the broader movement through its conferences and publications, but never claiming 

to represent the whole of what was emerging in the church. Robust conversation around 

postmodernity, Emerging ministry, and new theological perspectives occurred in many 

other forms and forums as well. In addition to other missional networks already 

mentioned in chapter three, these also included popular events, speakers, and authors not 

directly affiliated with Emergent (though often in friendship and conversation with them). 

The ECM was also given life through online message boards and especially the emerging 

medium of blogging, enabling the Emerging conversation to bypass not just the 

traditional gatekeepers of institutional Christianity, but even the control of recognized 

leaders, authors, and spokespersons for the ECM, as countless individuals carved out 

digital space for their unique voices within the movement’s discourse. Finally, the ECM 

was given tangible expression through the hundreds of new faith communities, actual 

Emerging churches, begun through the influence of the Emerging conversation, as well as 

thousands more existing churches that were reshaped in various ways through their 

encounter with the ideas coming out of the ECM. 

Beyond events officially organized by representatives of Emergent, Emerging 

ideas were circulated at countless other events – ministry association conferences, local 

church-sponsored events, denominational meetings, seminary lectures, festivals, clergy 

retreats, and the like. Many such gatherings hosted Emerging speakers, both those 

affiliated with Emergent and others in the broader Emerging movement. This ECM 

presence at religious events both large and small throughout these early years did much to 
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raise awareness of the movement among church leaders and laity, and helped Emerging 

ideas filter throughout more established churches as well, influencing worship styles, 

personal spiritual practices, missional community involvement, leadership structures, 

emphases in preaching, and more. 

When defining whether various ECM speakers represented the broader movement 

or Emergent more specifically, it should be noted that identifying “affiliation” with 

Emergent is tricky since as an organization it kept no formal membership. Beyond the 

official “Fellows” (or “Contributors”), there was never any formal list of those who 

considered themselves “Friends” of Emergent. Further complicating matters, many 

popular speakers, authors, and leaders who must certainly be considered part of the 

broader ECM presented at Emergent-organized events or even published under Emergent 

imprints, without thereby officially affiliating with that specific organization. For some 

this distance had to do with discomfort over the theological boundaries being pushed by 

Brian McLaren and others in Emergent. Instead they participated solely in the spheres of 

ECM discourse dealing with more practical questions of ministry in the emerging 

postmodern culture, as well as aspects of Emerging missiology and ecclesiology. Many 

published popular books, led Emerging Church planting initiatives, and spoke widely on 

many themes within the Emerging discourse, while still keeping at arms-length the more 

radically deconstructive theological discourses also occurring within the ECM.98  

98 Among the more recognizable of these leaders were pastors like John Burke of Gateway Church 
in Austin, Texas, Mark Driscoll of Mars Hill in Seattle, Washington, Bob Hyatt of the Evergreen 
Community in Portland, Oregon, Dan Kimball of Vintage Faith in Santa Cruz, California, Rick McKinley 
of the Imago Dei Community, also in Portland, Erwin McManus of Mosaic in Los Angeles, California, and 
JR Woodward of Kairos, also in Los Angeles. 
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Other notable ECM leaders were less averse to theological experimentation but 

nevertheless preferred to maintain their own independent identities and platforms, 

whether due to an ideological aversion to labels or simple personality preference. Jay 

Bakker, for instance, self-described “evangelical punk preacher” at Revolution, an 

experimental congregation in Arizona (which he later replicated in Atlanta in 1998, New 

York City in 2006, and Minneapolis in 2013), has never officially affiliated with 

Emergent as such despite being identified with the broader ECM and a close friend to 

many Emergent leaders.99 Bakker is no stranger to pushing theological boundaries, 

however, coming out as a gay-affirming pastor in 2005 and making waves even before 

that for preaching a message of radical grace and acceptance for all.100 However, with his 

own platform built off the notoriety of his disgraced televangelist parents, Jim and 

Tammy Faye Bakker, Jay himself has largely been his own “brand” apart from the 

Emergent label, even featuring as the subject of a documentary television series about his 

life, ministry, and journey toward LGBTQ+-inclusion.101 

Likewise, Rob Bell, founding pastor of Mars Hill Bible Church near Grand 

Rapids, Michigan, explicitly refuses any labels, whether Emerging or Emergent, despite 

being one of the most well-known names in the ECM. Bell has, in fact, long been a part 

of the movement. He was a mainstage speaker at the first Emergent Convention in 2003, 

                                                           
99 Rose French, “Jay Bakker, son of televangelists Jim and Tammy Faye, to start church in 

Minneapolis,” Star Tribune, April 8, 2013, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.startribune.com/jay-
bakker-son-of-jim-and-tammy-faye-to-start-church-in-minneapolis/201789551/.  

100 Amy Sullivan, “From Jim and Tammy Faye to Evangelical Punk Preaching: Q&A with Jay 
Bakker,” Time, March 15, 2011, accessed February 10, 2017, http://content.time.com/time/nation/article 
/0,8599,2058855,00.html; Alex Morris, “God Loves Jay Bakker,” New York Times Magazine, November 7, 
2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://nymag.com/news/features/69368/. 

101 One Punk Under God: The Prodigal Son of Jim and Tammy Faye, directed by Jeremy 
Simmons, aired December 13, 2006 – January 17, 2007, on Sundance Channel, DVD.  



326 

was interviewed for a Christianity Today cover story on the ECM in which he and his 

wife Kristin describe the impact of McLaren’s New Kind of Christian on their faith and 

ministry, frequently invited ECM leaders – Shane Claiborne, Brian McLaren, Donald 

Miller, Doug Pagitt, Peter Rollins – to speak at Mars Hill, and has written a string of 

popular books which raise many of the same theological questions as others in the 

ECM.102 And yet, as Tony Jones has described it, Rob Bell remains “aloof” from any 

particular Christian labels or theological tribes. “I don’t think he’s a ‘joiner’,” says Jones. 

“I think he’s a lone ranger.”103 Scholar James Wellman, borrowing a concept from 

cultural anthropologist Victor Turner, explains Bell as a “liminal figure,” living “betwixt 

and between” such categories, “unwilling to stop questioning” or to settle into a more 

conventional identity.104 Ironically, these very qualities perhaps make Bell the 

quintessential Emerging Christian insofar as the movement itself represents a kind of 

liminality and discomfort with firm or final positions. Even the desire to avoid labels, the 

“Emerging” label included, is itself almost a defining trait within the ECM. 

Bell rose to prominence with the rapid growth of Mars Hill from three hundred 

when they started in 1999 to over ten thousand less than three years later.105 He became 

102 Crouch, “Emergent Mystique,” 38; “2003 Emergent Convention Full Schedule”; Rob Bell’s 
books rethinking traditional evangelical theology include Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), Jesus Wants to Save Christians: A Manifesto for the Church in Exile 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008) with Don Golden, Love Wins: A Book About Heaven, Hell, and the 
Fate of Every Person Who Ever Lived (New York: HarperOne, 2011). 

103 Tony Jones, “What’s Up with Rob Bell?,” Theoblogy (blog), February 28, 2011, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2011/02/28/whats-up-with-rob-bell/. See also, 
Kelefa Sanneh, “The Hell-Raiser,” New Yorker, November 26, 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/11/26/the-hell-raiser-3. 

104 James K. Wellman, Jr., Rob Bell and A New American Christianity (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2012), 23. 

105 Ibid., 35-36. 
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known more widely in evangelical circles through his Nooma video series featuring 

twenty-four creatively produced sermonettes articulating Emerging perspectives on life, 

spirituality, and theological questions.106 His sermon podcasts while at Mars Hill (Bell 

stepped down as pastor in 2011), typically featuring roughly fifty minutes of expository 

Bible teaching, were similarly influential, with forty- to fifty-thousand downloads per 

week.107 His controversial 2011 book, Love Wins, dealing with the questions of heaven, 

Hell, and Christian universalism, hit the New York Times bestseller list, and later that 

year he was named to Time magazine’s “100 most influential people” list.108 Bell would 

go on to produce a religiously-themed talk-show in collaboration with the Oprah 

Network. Clearly Bell’s teachings have struck a chord, and his personal charisma, his 

artistry as a communicator, and his willingness to use any medium available to promote 

his message, have served to broadcast the ECM’s ethos far and wide, despite Bell’s own 

unwillingness to claim that label. In their own ways, both Bell and Bakker significantly 

shaped and spread the Emerging movement. 

 
Emerging Writers beyond Emergent 

In addition to church leaders like Bell, Bakker, and others, there were many 

writers, both scholarly and popular, whose work contributed significantly to the ECM 

discourse. Among the more scholarly were early pioneers like practical theologians 

Leonard Sweet and Robert Webber, whose work lent many concepts and terminology to 

                                                           
106 Between 2001-2012, Bell’s Nooma videos were downloaded nearly three million times 

(Wellman, Rob Bell, 1). 

107 Ibid., 6. 

108 Jon Meacham, “Time 100: Rob Bell,” Time, April 21, 2011, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2066367_2066369_2066460,00.html. 
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the movement. Both Sweet and Webber also published books under Emergent imprints 

though were never personally affiliated with Emergent. Likewise, New Testament 

theologian Scot McKnight joined the Emerging discourse after hearing Brian McLaren 

speak at a 2004 event at North Park University where McKnight taught. As McKnight 

dug even deeper into the ECM, he discovered much in common with “many of the 

concerns with Evangelicalism and many of the theological interests… among the 

Emerging movement” and soon came to identify with it himself.109 McKnight’s personal 

blog, Jesus Creed, became a major hub for ECM discourse, due, in large part, to the 

frequency, depth, and quality of McKnight’s content, as well as his willingness to engage 

in substantive conversation with readers in the comments. Many other scholars also 

contributed to the ECM’s discourse during these early years.110 Each would add new 

dimensions to the various spheres of Emerging discourse. 

In addition to professional scholars, several best-selling Christian spiritual writers 

have been influential in promoting an Emerging mindset more widely. Essayist and 

novelist Anne Lamott, writing from her perspective as a West Coast liberal and 

recovering addict who found her way to Jesus through a progressive Episcopal Church, 

soon became an important voice to many in the ECM who appreciated Lamott’s bluntly 

109 Steven Shields and Scot McKnight, “An Interview with Scot McKnight by Stephen Shields,” 
Next-Wave, August 19, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.the-next-wave-
ezine.info/2010/08/an-interview-with-scot-mcknight-by-stephen-shields/index.html; Scot McKnight, 
“Scripture in the Emerging Movement,” in Church in the Present Tense: A Candid Look at What’s 
Emerging, eds. Scot McKnight, Peter Rollins, Kevin Corcoran, Jason Clark (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2011), 105-106.   

110 Besides those already mentioned, these included church historian and researcher Diana Butler 
Bass, neo-Anabaptist theologian David Fitch, New Testament scholar J.R. Daniel Kirk, post-conservative 
theologian Roger Olson, British theologian Andrew Perriman, philosophical theologian LeRon Shults, 
Radical Orthodoxy proponent James K.A. Smith, Canadian biblical scholar Sylvia Keesmaat and her 
husband, the theologian Brian Walsh, and British practical theologian Pete Ward. 
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honest but still hopeful tone.111 Similarly, autobiographical essayist Donald Miller has 

been particularly popular in ECM circles. His personal spiritual journey from a Texas 

megachurch Baptist to a more inclusive and humble form of evangelical Christianity was 

resonant with many Emerging Christians.112 Sometime later, Rachel Held Evans would 

follow a similar path to becoming a best-selling author writing in an Emerging vein, as 

she related her experiences coming out of fundamentalism in the Deep South and, in her 

second book, about her experience as a woman trying to live “biblically.”113 The wide 

audiences of Lamott, Miller, and Evans, would help to extend the ECM in new and 

diverse directions – their books frequently serving as gateways to even headier Emerging 

writers. Besides these best-selling authors, and often apart from specific Emergent 

imprints, many other less widely-known writers would make valuable contributions to the 

Emerging discourse by writing, sometimes, as clergy or scholars, but, more often, from 

the perspective of ordinary Emerging Christians.114 

                                                           
111 Anne Lamott is best known for her best-selling spiritual memoir, Traveling Mercies: Some 

Thoughts on Faith (New York: Anchor, 1999). 

112 Donald Miller is best known for his best-selling spiritual memoir, Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious 
Thoughts on Christian Spirituality (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2003).   

113 Rachel Held Evans, Evolving in Monkey Town (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), and A 
Year of Biblical Womanhood (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012). 

114 For just a representative sample, see Renée Altson, Stumbling Toward Faith (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2004); Sarah Bessey, Jesus Feminist (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013); Debbie Blue, 
Sensual Orthodoxy (St. Paul, MN: Cathedral Hill, 2004); Jonathan Brink, ed., The Practice of Love 
(Folsom, CA: Civitas, 2011); Troy Bronsink, Drawn In (Brewster, MA: Paraclete, 2013); Jimi Calhoun, A 
Story of Rhythm and Grace (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2009); Julie Clawson, Everyday Justice (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009); Ian Morgan Cron, Jesus, My Father, The CIA, and Me (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2011); Sarah Cunningham, Dear Church: Letters from a Disillusioned Generation (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2006); David Dark, The Sacredness of Questioning Everything (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2009); Kathy Escobar, Down We Go: Living Into the Wild Ways of Jesus (Folsom, CA: Civitas, 
2011); Nick Fiedler, The Hopeful Skeptic (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009); Becky Garrison, Red 
and Blue God, Black and Blue Church (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006); Tony Kriz, Welcome to the 
Table (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011); Shayne Moore, Global Soccer Mom (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2011); Shauna Niequist, Cold Tangerines (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007); Jim Palmer, 
Divine Nobodies (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006); Teresa Pasquale, Sacred Wounds (St. Louis: Chalice, 
2015); Russell Rathbun, Post-Rapture Radio (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005); Frank Schaeffer, 
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Emerging Online 

In addition to formally published authors, the ECM has also vitally consisted of 

thousands of lesser-known voices publishing their thoughts through the emerging 

medium of blogging, and contributing their perspectives in vigorous conversation in the 

comment sections and on message boards. It would be difficult to overestimate the 

importance of the internet in the rise and development of the ECM throughout the first 

decade of the new millennium. As a relatively new medium at the time, e-zines, message 

boards, and personal blogs created a format by which the ECM could enact its stated 

values of collaboration, participation, egalitarianism, and flattened hierarchies. Tony 

Jones asserts that the kind of “denominationless connection among Christian leaders” 

found in the ECM “simply would not have been possible prior to the advent of the 

Internet.” For one thing, the kind of topics animating the ECM discourse, while 

significant, were also only of concern to a limited set of church leaders, or laity with a 

particular interest in somewhat heady issues of theology and ministry practice. Before the 

internet, it would have been exceedingly difficult for such far flung individuals to find 

one another for conversation and collaboration. However, with the advent of new digital 

tools for social networking around shared common interests, “Emergents from around the 

world have found one another online and then developed those relationships into true 

friendships. Someone reads a blog or listens to a podcast, then sends an e-mail, and six 

months later is sleeping on a couch in that person’s living room.”115 These tools enabled 

Patience With God (Cambridge, MA: Perseus, 2009); Mike Stavlund, A Force of Will (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 2013); Lauren Winner, Girl Meets God (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2002).  

115 Jones, New Christians, 55. Cf. Phyllis Tickle who states “It is highly unlikely that 
deinstitutionalization and nonhierarchical organization could even exist in either the secular or the religion 
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the rumbling but isolated discontent of many within far-flung corners of the church to 

join together through online discussion, local cohorts and churches, and regional or 

national conferences, into the coherent conversation that became the ECM. 

The various blogs and websites that made up the online Emerging network are far 

too numerous to even begin to list. Only a representative few can be named. Already the 

important role of theOoze.com has been described, drawing in hundreds of thousands of 

unique visitors worldwide, especially during this early expansive phase of the ECM. 

TheOoze tended to draw more lay Christians than formal church leaders, and, as a result, 

often exhibited a decidedly more anti-institutional ethos and deeper-seated antipathy 

toward organized religion than typically found among more clergy-centered groups like 

Emergent.116 Whereas most in Emergent wanted to reform Christian institutions in light 

of postmodernity, many (though certainly not all) at theOoze wanted to scrap such 

institutions altogether, seeing them as the very substance of their complaint against 

contemporary Christianity. In many ways, conversations at theOoze thus represented an 

early and ECM-related expression of the growing trend toward religious non-affiliation 

and the rise of the “spiritual but not religious” that demographers would soon notice in 

America’s broader religious life.117 

In addition to theOoze, the Next-Wave e-zine was another long-running widely 

read online forum for the Emerging conversation. Begun in 1999 by Charlie Wear, a 

                                                           
realm were it not for techno-savvy and the internet” (Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, 
Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 132). 

116 I am indebted to Julie Kennedy-Hampton for this insight. 

117 Pew Research Center, “‘Nones’ on the Rise,” Pew Research Center: Religion and Public Life, 
October 9, 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise-
religion/. 
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pastor and regional coordinator for the Vineyards in southern California, and Dutch 

church planter Rogier Bos, Next-Wave published articles “for leaders about ministry and 

church in the 21st century, or postmodern era” in order “to connect pioneers, and to 

become a place to exchange insights, stories, pieces of wisdom, questions, models, 

experiences and strategies.”118 This it would continue to do for over a decade until 

eventually fizzling out around 2011. Next-Wave was not the only site of its kind. Many 

other lesser-known ECM-related e-zines also popped up during these years.119 These 

kinds of curated sites provided Emerging Christians with a platform for publishing 

articles that could reach a wide audience while bypassing the usual institutional 

gatekeepers of Christian print magazines.  

Personal blogs were an even more individualistic and democratic means by which 

participants in the ECM could make their views heard and work out their ideas together 

in digital conversation with one another. In this medium name recognition was 

sometimes a draw – Mark Driscoll, David Fitch, Tony Jones, Dan Kimball, Scot 

McKnight, Brian McLaren and other “big name” leaders all maintained heavily trafficked 

blogs. However, celebrity was often less important than the frequency and quality of 

posts, as well as the position of the author in relation to the perceived “center” of the 

movement. The more active and connected they were in the movement, and the more 

they offered insightful contributions to the movement’s discourse, the more influential 

118 Rogier Bos, “From the editor: Welcome to Next Wave Web Magazine!,” Next-Wave, January 
1999, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20001016024434/http://www.next-
wave.org/jan99/editor.htm. 

119 Mike Morrell and Philip Scriber maintained a list of several dozen ECM-related ezines at 
Zoecarnate, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20160513085600/http://www 
.zoecarnate.com/#chrmag. 
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their online voice was likely to be, even when lacking significant publishing or 

institutional platforms (though, for some, blogging did become a route into publishing 

deals and greater name recognition).120 In the blogosphere such influence was typically 

measured quantitatively, through unique visitors and outside links to one’s site. By far the 

most well-known and widely read was Andrew Jones’ TallSkinnyKiwi. It was also one of 

the earliest, beginning in June 2001. As a nomadic, world-travelling ECM networker, 

Jones used his blog to report and comment on the Emerging movement from a more 

global perspective than was often found among Emerging Christians in the United States. 

While some other ECM bloggers also began around this same time, the significance of 

blogging as a means for disseminating and discussing ideas would only reach its height a 

few years later, in the mid-2000s, until eventually being supplanted by the rise of social 

media sites like Twitter and Facebook.121  

The internet not only provided a platform for the ECM’s discourse; it also 

reflected and shaped the nature and values of the ECM itself. Blogging (and other online 

platforms) enacted the ECM’s postmodern priority on communal conversation itself as a 

source of authority, thus offering the ideal medium for the spread of Emerging ideas. As 

                                                           
120 Around 2006 Tony Myles compiled a list of fifty-eight bloggers that, based on various criteria, 

he felt represented influential voices in the ECM blogosphere (provided to me as a spreadsheet by Tony 
Jones). Myles’ list is heavily biased toward white male bloggers, however. In August 2005, the 
pseudonymous blogger Brother Maynard crowd-sourced a list of twenty-one widely-read female bloggers 
(“Located: Emerging/Missional Chick Bloggers,” Subversive Influence (blog), August 31, 2005, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://subversive influence.com/2005/08/located-emergingmissional-chick-bloggers/). 
For a list of significant Emerging bloggers of color see Rudy Carrasco, “Ethnic Diversity Within the 
Church That is Emerging,” emergent-us (blog), November 10, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/11/ethnic_diversit .html. In addition to these more 
focused lists, Mike Morrell and Philip Scriber cultivated a directory of over 1000 ECM-related personal 
blogs at their Zoecarnate site (accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20160513085600 
/http://www.zoecarnate.com/#blog). 

121 The socio-cultural significance of blogs during the first decade of the twenty-first century can 
perhaps be seen in the fact that the now dominant forms of social media communication utilized at sites 
like Twitter and Facebook were originally described as “micro-blogging.” 
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Tony Jones would put it, “There is no finality, no perfect answer, no ultimate authority on 

an issue. Discourse is the answer. A great reason to get involved in blogging is that 

HTML allows for an active (i.e., not static) exchange of ideas.”122 Jones would also draw 

an analogy between the ECM and the popular online encyclopedia Wikipedia. Like 

Wikipedia, the ECM is a scale-free network, i.e. a web-like and non-hierarchical network 

of significant nodes; it is open-sourced, i.e. able to be freely accessed and adapted by its 

users, and wiki in nature, allowing any user to shape and alter the original content. These 

qualities lent the ECM an agility and connectivity that allowed for rapid change. But like 

Wikipedia, the ECM is also messy, easily broken and in constant need of rebuilding, and 

dependent on relationship of trust and mutual accountability to keep them functioning.123 

For Jones, this idea of the ECM as “Wikichurch” is primarily an analogy, but the fact that 

much of the Emerging Church Movement has in fact unfolded online – through actual 

digital networks, using literal open-source software, and in internet forums that often did 

allow for wiki-style user modification (posting new topics for discussion on message 

boards or blogs) – suggests that the message of the ECM was shaped by the medium 

through which it communicated.124   

Emerging Churches 

It must not be forgotten that the ECM was not a conversation that happened 

merely online, through books, or at conferences and cohort meetings. The Emerging 

122 Tony Jones, “Without Author|ity 1: Prolegomena,” Theoblogy (blog), November 13, 2004, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2004/11/13/without-authority-1-prolegomena/. 

123 Jones, New Christians, 180-92. 

124 On the symbiotic relationship between medium and message, see Marshall McLuhan, 
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994). 
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Church Movement ultimately involved actual Emerging churches – that is, localized 

worshipping communities seeking to embody values, ideas, and practices that arose 

through the Emerging discourse. Some of these were new church starts, as leaders or 

groups inspired by the ECM worked to create fresh worshipping communities, sometimes 

in partnership with existing ecclesial institutions, and sometimes independently. Other 

Emerging churches were existing congregations that reformed their practices, structures, 

and theology in various ways as a result of their engagement with the Emerging 

conversation. One mainline pastor described the impact of the ECM on his congregation 

in a blog comment from 2009:  

My congregation isn't evangelical or reacting to it, nor are they conversant with 
emergent as a movement... yet, we're extremely missional, we are welcoming, 
we've done an all-church multi-week study of McLaren's "Finding Our Way 
Again." I just finished a sermon series based on Tickle's "Great Emergence" ...and 
of course we're flawed in many ways. Which I guess is a long-winded way of 
saying I know I've been affected by emergent and I think our congregation has 
too, but who would ever know? And how would one measure that effect if they 
did know? I can't imagine our church is alone in this.125 
 

Very likely there were many congregations similar to this one who may not have wished 

or even known to explicitly identify themselves with the ECM, but were nonetheless 

influenced by it in more subtle ways: by adopting more artistic, participatory, or 

embodied practices observed at an ECM event; through a shift in the pastor’s theology 

and preaching after reading a book by an Emerging author; through a new or renewed 

emphasis on social justice; or even through church-based experiments in intentional 

community after encountering the example of the New Monastics. And sometimes even 

when the formal leadership of a church were resistant to the Emerging discourse, smaller 

                                                           
125 Rev Dave, comment, June 5, 2009 (8:53 p.m.), on Jones, “So You’re Disappointed With 

Emergent.” 
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groups within churches would still gather around such ideas, gradually influencing the 

congregation from the bottom-up.  

Because of such dynamics, it is utterly impossible to estimate just how many 

Emerging churches there are or have been, if by that we mean churches influenced by the 

Emerging discourse. Even if we take a more restricted definition and include only those 

churches that would open identify with the ECM, the task is futile since no records of 

numbers were ever kept and no standards for identification were ever articulated. Indeed, 

the decentralized nature of the movement means that defining such boundaries would 

have been antithetical to the Emerging ethos itself. The problem is compounded by the 

fact that resistance to labels is itself a common Emerging trait, and thus even many 

churches that unquestionably reflect strong Emerging characteristics would still often not 

want to be labeled as such. 

The best one can do is look at the small amount of information that is available to 

get a rough idea of the scope of the movement. James Bielo has provided a helpful 

summary of this data in his 2011 study Emerging Evangelicals. He points to a list 

compiled by Aaron Flores in 2005 which identified 181 congregations that were 

“definitely Emerging.” He also notes the list of “uncommon communities of faith,” 

maintained by Mike Morrell at his website zoecarnate.com which, as of March 2010, 

included 724 congregations in 46 states. Noting that Morrell’s list excluded the more 

theologically conservative churches affiliated with Mark Driscoll’s Acts29 church 

planting network, Bielo adds an additional 210 Acts29 congregations in 42 states (as of 

October, 2010) that he believes fall within a broad definition of the ECM. Bielo notes the 

limitations of these lists however, especially the fact that each seems based on rather 
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restrictive and subjective criteria, none measure the number of participants in each 

community, and none take into account Emerging influences in more established and less 

obviously Emerging churches.126 It should also be noted that many Emerging churches 

were short-lived, sometimes with a life-span of only a few years, thus making even 

existing lists quickly outdated. Nevertheless, such lists, taken together with these other 

considerations, suggest that clearly identifiable Emerging churches number at least in the 

hundreds if not thousands, and that the number of existing congregations who have been 

positively influenced by the ECM in less obvious ways is probably exponentially greater. 

It also must be remembered that the goal of those in the ECM was never to create a new 

denomination or splinter group. Instead, they sought to build connections, foster 

collaboration, and inspire ecclesial transformations across the whole range of Christian 

traditions, in congregations both new and old.127 Thus the relatively smaller number of 

distinctly “Emerging” congregations, as opposed to those who were influenced by 

Emerging ideas without feeling the need to adopt that terminology, should be seen as a 

mark of the movement’s success in adhering to this intention.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
126 Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals, 25-26. 

127 See for instance the second of Emergent Village’s Values, “Commitment to the Church in All 
its Forms,” which reads, in part: “We believe the rampant injustice and sin in our world is an invitation for 
the sincere, collaborative, and whole-hearted response of all Christ-followers in all denominations, from the 
most historic and hierarchical, through the mid-range of local and congregational churches, to the most 
spontaneous and informal expressions. We affirm both the value of strengthening, renewing, and 
transitioning existing churches and organizations, and the need for planting, resourcing, and coaching new 
ones of many kinds.” (Jones, New Christians, 223-24) 
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Notoriety, Restructuring, and Growing Criticism: 2005-2008 

Media Attention 

As the ECM grew in both numbers and influence, mainstream media outlets 

began to take notice. In November 2004, the Emerging Movement was the feature cover 

article for both Christianity Today and The Christian Century magazines, flagship 

publications of evangelical and liberal mainline Protestantism respectively.128 The secular 

media took notice as well. In February 2005, Time magazine recognized Brian McLaren 

as one of “The 25 Most Influential Evangelicals in America,” describing him as an “elder 

statesman” of the emerging movement which Time suggested “could find a way for 

young Evangelicals and more liberal Christians to march into the future together despite 

their theological differences.”129 Later that year, PBS aired a two-part video series on the 

Emerging Church, speaking with advocates like Brian McLaren, Scot McKnight, and 

Diana Butler Bass, as well as critics like D.A. Carson.130 Articles and segments in 

multiple national and regional news outlets across the country covered local aspects of 

128 Crouch, “Emergent Mystique,” 36-41. Scott Bader-Saye, “The Emergent Matrix,” Christian 
Century, November 30, 2004. 

129 “The 25 Most Influential Evangelicals in America: Brian McLaren,” Time, February 7, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1993235_ 
1993243_1993300,00.html. CNN’s Larry King interviewed McLaren that same month in connection with 
the Time article alongside Franklin Graham, Reverend Tim LaHaye, and Bishop T.D. Jakes (“America’s 
Most Influential Evangelicals,” CNN Larry King Live, aired February 1, 2005, transcript, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0502/01/lkl.01.html). 

130 “The Emerging Church, Part One,” PBS Religion & Ethics Newsweekly, July 8, 2005, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2005/07/08/july-8-2005-the-emerging-
church-part-one/11744/; “The Emerging Church, Part Two,” PBS Religion & Ethics Newsweekly, July 15, 
2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=11767. 
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the movement as well.131 However, increased notoriety also soon drew increased 

criticism to the movement. 

 
International Emergence 

As the movement grew and developed, Emerging Christians in the United States 

also became aware of networks in other parts of the world that reflected similar concerns 

to their own movement. The earliest international connections (as described in Chapter 

Two) were with alt.worship leaders in the United Kingdom and New Zealand who 

provided Emerging Church practitioners in the United States with much inspiration 

regarding innovative forms of worship, new forms of church, and ministry within 

alternative subcultures.132 This was aided especially by the global travels of Andrew 

Jones, a missionary nomad for the ECM focused especially on networking with other 

Emerging groups around the world. His ongoing travels throughout the first decade of the 

twenty-first century, and his constant chronicling of these travels on his widely-read blog, 

                                                           
131 Rich Barlow, “New approaches to worship emerge,” Boston Globe, July 22, 2006, accessed 

February 10, 2017, http://archive.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2006/07/22/new 
_approaches_to_worship_emerge/; Eileen E. Flynn, “A path emerges: some groups walking away from 
tradition without leaving faith,” Austin American Statesman, August 12, 2007; Tom Krattenmaker, “A 
force for good,” USA Today, November 12, 2007, accessed February 10, 2017, http://usatoday30.usatoday 
.com/printedition/news/20071112/opledereligion100.art.htm; John Kreiser, “Christianity, In 21st Century 
Clothes,” CBS News video, 2:43, aired 14 April 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.cbsnews 
.com/news/christianity-in-21st-century-clothes/; John Leland, “Hip New Churches Sway to a Different 
Drummer,” New York Times, February 18, 2004, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com 
/2004/02/18/us/hip-new-churches-sway-to-a-different-drummer.html; Caryle Murphy, “Evangelical Author 
Puts Progressive Spin on Traditional Faith,” Washington Post, September 10, 2006, accessed February 10, 
2017, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/09/09/AR2006090901155.html; Paul 
Nussbaum, “‘Emergent’ churches seek a looser approach,” Philadelphia Inquirer, August 8, 2005, accessed 
February 10, 2017, available at http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/08/philadelphia_ in.html; 
Dave Shiflett, “Getting Hip to Religion,” Wall Street Journal, February 24, 2006, accessed February 10, 
2017, http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB114075527679282302; K. Connie Tang, “These Christians Radically 
Rethink What a Church Is,” Los Angeles Times, August 14, 2004, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://articles.latimes.com/2004/aug/14/local/me-beliefs14. 

132 Jonny Baker, Doug Gay, and Jenny Brown, Alternative Worship: Resources from and for the 
Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003); Mike Riddell, Mark Pierson, and Cathy Kirkpatrick, 
The Prodigal Project: Journey into the Emerging Church (London: SPCK, 2000).  
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helped to keep the ECM in the United States connected to this broader multi-national 

movement.133 Some Emerging groups outside of North America (especially those that 

preceded the American movement) would eventually come to resent the over-

identification of the ECM with its American incarnation, however, as criticisms and 

theological controversies generated by the movement in the United States began to 

produce negative blow-back for only loosely-related groups using the “Emerging” label 

in other countries.134 

Emergent as an organization also very quickly began to expand internationally 

after Jason Clark, a Vineyard pastor, networker, and speaker in the United Kingdom, and 

Brian McLaren collaborated around joining his network of Emerging leaders in the UK to 

the US-based Emergent.135 Wanting to do so without a perception that they were “under” 

the American group, Clark lobbied for the Americans to begin referring to themselves as 

Emergent-US as a parallel to his Emergent-UK network (which they did both with their 

emergent-us blog and occasionally in official communication).136 This pressure from 

Clark and other international Emerging leaders, coupled with the growing confusion 

around the difference between Emergent as an organization and the broader “Emerging” 

movement, eventually led Emergent leaders to quietly transition the official name from 

133 See, for instance, Andrew Jones, “EmergAnt.:2 Countercultural History,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), 
March 19, 2005, accessed January 27, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2005/03 
/emergant2_count.html. 

134 Andrew Jones, “Emerging Church: Use the Word or Dump it?,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), August 
8, 2008, accessed January 27, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2008/08/emerging-
church.html; Andrew Jones, interview by author, Austin, TX, October 21, 2016. 

135 Jason Clark, “Emergent – UK History,” Emergent-UK, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20071008071647/http://www.emergent-uk.org/emergentukhistory.htm. 

136 Tony Jones, interview by author, December 7, 2016. 
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Emergent to Emergent Village (taken from the name of the URL they originally 

registered in 2001 as the organization’s primary website) as a way to help clarify the 

distinction between the broader movement and the specific 501c3 organization.137  

Following his retirement from pastoral ministry in 2006, Brian McLaren 

especially would become a kind of international ambassador for the ECM, traveling 

extensively and helping to connect many of these groups. Chapter Four has already 

described the connections between the Del Camino Network in Latin American and the 

North American ECM, both through McLaren and others. In the mid-2000s the North 

American ECM also learned of an Emerging network in southeast Asia, formed 

particularly through the work of Malaysian Lutheran pastor Sivin Kit.138 They also 

connected with several Emerging groups in France, especially Témoins, an 

interdenominational association promoting ecclesial innovation founded by Jean 

Hassenforder, and the Evangile et Culture commission of the Alliance Evangélique 

Française.139 McLaren would eventually travel to meet with each of these international 

groups (and others) on several occasions.140  

                                                           
137 This shift is first noticeable on the Emergent-US blog around mid-2006, though no formal 

announcement of the change was ever made. It was aided by the redesign of the Emergent Village website 
(August 2006) into which the Emergent-US blog was soon folded. 

138 Sivin Kit, “About,” Sivin Kit’s Garden (blog), accessed January 16, 2017, http://sivinkit.net/ 
about/; RoH Malaysia (blog), accessed January 27, 2017, https://rohmalaysia.wordpress.com/; Jones, New 
Christians, 189. 

139 McLaren, New Kind of Christianity, 9; Gabriel Monet, L’Église émergente: Être et faire Église 
en postchrétienté, Théologie Pratique Pédagogie Spiritualité, Volume 6 (Berlin: Lit, 2014), 103-105, 121-
22. 

140 Brian McLaren’s comprehensive professional travel schedule from 2003-2014, provided by his 
booking assistant Laci Scott, shows visits to multiple foreign countries, sometimes in the dozens, nearly 
every year since 2006. 
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Brian McLaren, together with Burundian pastor Claude Nikondeha, also played 

an instrumental role in the origins of the Amahoro network, a connection among church 

leaders in sub-Saharan Africa discussing similar questions in their own postcolonial 

contexts and wishing to partner with Emergent.141 Between 2007-2013 Amahoro 

convened a number of historic gatherings attended by hundreds of pastors from across 

Africa and joined by a smaller number of American ECM leaders.142 Nikondeha himself 

had already spoken in the United States at the 2005 Worship Arts conference, organized 

by Emergent, on the question of “How can public worship form us as people of 

justice?”143 These connections expanded North American Emerging leaders’ awareness 

of global justice issues, postcolonial theologies, and the relationship of their own 

movement to expressions of Emergence Christianity outside of the West.144 These 

international connections, and especially the extensive global networking efforts of Brian 

McLaren, would also eventually give rise to the Mesa Network which aimed to create a 

global conversation among Emerging Christian leaders. Mesa hosted its inaugural 

141 Everything Must Change, 13-23; Marton Dormish, “‘Amahoro’ Means More than Peace, 
Everyday Epics, February 3, 2011, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.everydayepics.com/2011/02/03 
/amahoro-means-more-than-peace/. 

142 See the archived Amahoro website at http://web.archive.org/web/20141231164055/ 
http://www.amahoro-africa.org/ (accessed February 10, 2017). 

143 “The Just Worshipper,” WALP Conference, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20050412171320/http://www.walp-ec.com/index.cfm?PAGE_ID=109. 

144 McLaren, Everything Must Change, 11-39. Kelly Bean, How to Be a Christian Without Going 
to Church: The Unofficial Guide to Alternative Forms of Christian Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2014), 118-121. 
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gathering in Pattaya, Thailand in October 2013 drawing together fifty representatives 

from emerging networks in sixteen countries.145 

 
Emergent Village Restructuring 

After such explosive growth in the previous four years, by 2005 the Emergent 

Coordinating Group felt that organizational changes were necessary to help them 

function more effectively.146 Up to that point, most of the group’s business had been done 

in an ad hoc and uncoordinated way by volunteers who were fitting their efforts in among 

many other personal responsibilities. It was often unclear who exactly the leaders were, 

or who was responsible for accomplishing certain tasks. They were also catalyzed by the 

end of their partnership with Youth Specialties, which announced in February 2005 that 

they would be refocusing on youth ministry exclusively and ending their role in 

producing both the National Pastors Convention and the Emergent Convention, also 

discontinuing the emergentYS line of books.147 While positive and fruitful, the 

partnership with Youth Specialties had created a growing public perception that 

Emergent was primarily a “brand” rather than a “catalytic network of friendships.” The 

                                                           
145 Holly Roach, “Mesa Friends: All Are Welcome at the Table,” Holly Roach (blog), November 

5, 2013, accessed February 10, 2017, http://hollyroach.com/mesa-friends-all-are-welcome-at-the-table/. 
Also see the Mesa website, http://www.mesa-friends.org/ (accessed February 10, 2017). 

146 A secondary reason was to obtain a grant from the Lilly Endowment to fund events and 
cohorts. Emergent already had been seeking such a grant for several years, but had discovered that Lilly 
preferred to give to more formally structured organizations. This effort was ultimately unsuccessful – 
despite the reorganization, Emergent never succeeded in obtaining grants from Lilly or any other major 
donors (Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016). 

147 Mark Oestreicher, “Important Announcement,” Emergent Convention Planning (blog), January 
26, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20050209013657/http://www 
.emergentconvention.com/planningblog/index.php?p=75.  
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hope of the Coordinating Group was that a new structure, new partnerships, and new 

platforms could help correct that image.148  

In June of that year the existing Emergent Coordinating Group held a summit in 

northern Minnesota to hash out these plans. Out of that meeting came three major 

announcements. The first was that they had entered into a new partnership with Baker 

Books, an evangelical publishing house, to put out an “emersion” line of more practical 

books offering “conversation and missional action around the issues of Christian 

theology, practice, spirituality, justice, and church life” for clergy and lay leaders.149 

Soon after, Emergent also partnered with Abingdon Press to produce a “Living 

Theology” imprint for leading-edge scholars to write passionate, approachable, and 

conversational theology for the Emerging Church. Later they also announced the “Living 

Way: emerging visions” imprint with Jossey-Bass under which they published more 

forward-thinking and provocative volumes describing the new kinds of faith and 

spirituality bubbling up within the Emerging movement. Combined, these three imprints 

would publish nineteen books between 2007-2011. 

Faced with growing momentum of the ECM over the preceding four years, the 

leaders at the 2005 Emergent Summit also announced a restructuring of their organization 

to allow for greater participation and inclusion in the movement. In announcing the 

change, they explained that  

148 Doug Pagitt, “Emergent 07 Event Update,” emergent-us (blog), February 9, 2005, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/02/emergent_07_eve.html; Doug 
Pagitt, “Explanation of Structure,” emergent-us (blog), January 10, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://emergentus.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/01/explanation_of_.html. 

149 Doug Pagitt, “Emergent Enters Publishing Partnership with Baker Books,” emergent-us (blog), 
June 2, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/emergent 
_enters.html.  
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While the fluidity and amorphousness of Emergent has served us quite well in the 
past five years, it is now starting to become a hindrance.  Things have been falling 
through the cracks, promises have gone unfulfilled, emails have been unreturned, 
and the list goes on.  But, more significantly, people have fallen through the 
cracks – many of you have offered to help out with Emergent, to donate time, 
energy, and even money, but we have not had the structures and processes in 
place to adequately follow up.150   
 

To remedy this, they announced a revamped Board of Directors to handle paperwork and 

safeguard the organizational vision, and an expanded Coordinating Group, from six 

people to over thirty, working in six different but overlapping areas: Justice, Diversity, 

Community/Connections/Cohorts, New Networks/Outreach/Affiliates, Events, and 

Communication/Development.151  

They also announced the appointment of Tony Jones to the newly created position 

of National Coordinator, whose role it would be to “return emails, make decisions about 

events, connect with leaders from other organizations, return phone calls to journalists, 

etc. But, most importantly… connect individuals with areas in which they might be 

involved with Emergent initiatives.”152 Jones was selected for the position based on a 

combination of “ability and availability.”153 Having recently left his youth pastor position 

for PhD studies at Princeton Theological Seminary, Jones had the most flexibility among 

                                                           
150 Jones, “Report From Emergent Summit – Part 2.” 

151 Jones, “Report from the Emergent Summit – Part 3.”  

152 Tony Jones, “Report from the Emergent Summit, Part 4 of 4,” emergent-us (blog), June 24, 
2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/report_from_the_1 
.html; Brian McLaren and Doug Pagitt, “Report From Emergent Summit – Part 1 of 4,” emergent-us (blog), 
June 14, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergentus.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06/report_ 
from_eme.html. The initial announcement referred to the position as a “National Director” but this was 
changed to “National Coordinator” a few days later which was felt to be “more in keeping with both the 
spirit of Emergent and the overall purpose of the role” (“From Director to Coordinator,” emergent-us 
(blog), June 17, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergentus.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/06 
/from_director_t.html). 

153 Doug Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016.  
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those in the existing Coordinating Group for a position that was initially entirely 

volunteer, and would only ever be partially funded. 

Though the role was extremely limited in authority and only part-time in both pay 

and expectations, the announcement immediately generated intense pushback from those 

who worried that Emergent was becoming yet another hierarchical religious institution.154 

Even within the Emergent leadership at the summit there had been some ambivalence 

about the decision for this very reason.155 One of the major discourses of the ECM had 

been a critique of controlling ecclesial structures along with a desire to reimagine more 

flattened systems of leadership and collaborative communal organization. Thus, for 

many, any step that smacked of institutionalization immediately appeared as a betrayal of 

core Emerging principles.156  

Some more cynical observers believed the move was merely to establish a 

stronger Emergent “brand-identity” so leaders could profit from book contracts, events, 

and speaking gigs. This accusation would be oft-repeated among the most strident critics 

154 For examples of the criticism, see the comments on the original announcement (McLaren and 
Pagitt, “Report From Emergent Summit – Part 1”) as well as the summary and response by Jay Voorhees, 
“Why I Support the Recent News From Emergent (or why Tony Jones is not the antichrist),” Only Wonder 
(blog), June 14, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20060625202543/http:// 
onlywonder.com/wordpress/index.php/2005/06/14/why-i-support-the-recent-news-from-emergent-or-why-
tony-jones-is-not-the-antichrist/.  

155 Ivy Beckwith, “Ivy Beckwith Reflects on Recent Emergent Summit,” emergent-us (blog), July 
6, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/07/ivy_beckwith 
_re.html. Doug Pagitt especially felt that it was contrary to the Emergent ethos, and eventually recused 
himself from the decision-making process when it became clear that the rest of the group disagreed (Doug 
Pagitt, interview by author, January 13, 2016).  

156 For a sociological analysis of this intense resistance among many in the ECM to any form of 
organizational institutionalization, see Josh Packard, The Emerging Church: Religion at the Margins 
(Boulder, CO: FirstForumPress, 2012). 
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of Emergent in subsequent years.157 It is true that a handful of individuals have built their 

careers as speakers and authors through their involvement with Emergent, or with the 

broader ECM (though the most successful of these – Rob Bell, Brian McLaren, and 

Rachel Held Evans – have not needed Emergent Village to do so). Several, including 

Jones, have spoken about the heady nature of having “speaking gigs, book contracts, and 

conferences” thrust upon them at young age (while also noting that the headiest days had 

been while still with Young Leaders, and that even before this restructuring there were 

intentional efforts being made to “rachet things back” in regards to these unhealthy 

dynamics).158 However, it should also be noted that no one but Jones was ever 

compensated for their work with Emergent and Jones himself only ever drew a part-time 

salary during his three-year tenure as National Coordinator, and that no one ever made 

any significant money from their book sales under Emergent imprints (with the possible 

exception of Brian McLaren, though only two of his many books were actually published 

through Emergent imprints). If book deals and speaking gigs were the primary 

motivations of any ECM leaders, it was not Emergent Village itself that primarily 

enabled this.  

Regardless, one long-term effect of the creation of Emergent’s National 

Coordinator position was increased fragmentation within the ECM. These moves 

heightened differences of opinion regarding the value of religious institutions – including 

the usefulness of published books, organized events, and paid leadership – separating 

                                                           
157 See, for instance, Becky Garrison, Jesus Died For This?: A Satirist’s Search for the Risen 

Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 103-114. 

158 Jones, “Some Thoughts About Mark Driscoll”; Mark Scandrette, interview by author, October 
28, 2016. 
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Emergent Village from those more adamantly opposed to any sort of formal structures. In 

addition, by solidifying a more institutional identity, however loose, many who had 

already been ambivalent about some aspects of Emergent, were pushed to make a more 

definite decision about whether to identify with it, and some simply chose not to. At the 

same time, ambivalence regarding institutional structures – and especially fundraising – 

severely hampered the ability of the ECM to build any kind of foundation for longevity 

or effectiveness as a movement. With almost no cash flow and minimal dedicated staff 

(yet still drawing friendly-fire for what cash-flow and staff they did have), Emergent was 

extremely limited in its ability to achieve its goal of developing generative partnerships 

for positive change in the wider church.  

Jones served as National Coordinator of Emergent Village for three years until 

another restructuring in 2008 eliminated the position. During his tenure, he oversaw a 

number of national (though lightly attended) Emergent events, including the annual 

Glorieta Gatherings and Theological Conversations, as well as a many regional 

gatherings and events hosted in partnership with other organizations – an expression of 

Emergent’s desire to cultivate “Affiliates” they could work alongside.159 Plans to host a 

larger festival-style gathering, a replacement for the Emergent/YS Conventions, 

originally slated for summer 2007, failed to materialize however, due to a number of 

159 Doug Pagitt, “The Importance of Being Together – Redux,” emergent-us (blog), July 29, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/07/the_importance _.html; 
“Upcoming Events,” emergent-us (blog), October 27, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http:// emergent-
us.typepad.com/emergentus/2005/10/upcoming_events_1.html; Tony Jones, “Events, Events, Events!,” 
emergent-us (blog), January 21, 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com 
/emergentus/2006/01/events_events_ e.html; Doug Pagitt, “Emergent Village Upcoming Events,” 
emergent-us (blog), June 29, 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergent-us.typepad.com 
/emergentus/2006/06/emergent_villag_1.html.  
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ongoing logistical challenges and differing visions for the event.160 These early efforts 

did eventually lead to the Wild Goose Festival in North Carolina, launched in 2011 and 

running each year since, but by that point the festival had become its own entity, drawing 

together a wide collection of Christian “tribes” – Emerging Christians, neo-monastics, 

progressive evangelicals, mainline liberals, contemplative activists, and others – with 

Emergent Village as just one collaborating partner.161 Under Jones’ coordination, and 

despite its lack of financial resources, Emergent Village largely enacted its desire to 

function as a “network of networks,” empowering local and regional expressions and 

fostering partnerships with existing institutions, rather than merely advancing its own 

exclusive brand. In retrospect, however, the failure to replace the Emergent Conventions 

with another major annual event, coupled with the discontinuation of the Glorieta 

Gathering after 2007, contributed to a general perception that Emergent Village was 

losing momentum – a perception given strength by the increased external criticism they 

also faced during these years. 

 
Growing Criticism 

At the beginning of 2005, Doug Pagitt predicted that it would be the year when 

the heretofore sporadic criticisms of the ECM would become “personal and relentless.”162 

                                                           
160 Pagitt, “Emergent 07 Event Update.”  

161 Tony Jones, “The Origins of the Wild Goose Festival,” Theoblogy (blog), June 23, 2011, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2011/06/23/the-origins-of-the-wild-goose-festival; “A 
broader church,” Economist, June 30, 2011, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.economist.com 
/node/18898389. With roughly 1500 in attendance in 2011, the Wild Goose has grown to around 3000 
attendees in 2016 (Gareth Higgins, interview by author, Asheville, NC, July 6, 2016). 

162 Doug Pagitt, “The Battle Begins – Take your battle positions,” the pagittBlog, January 3, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20061216071141/http://pagitt.typepad.com 
/pagittblog/2005/01/the_battle_begi.html. 
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This proved prescient, beginning with the publication of D.A. Carson’s Becoming 

Conversant with the Emerging Church in April of that year. This was followed by many 

others, though Carson’s critique would remain the most widely read and commonly cited, 

given his position as a respected and prolific theological writer teaching at an influential 

evangelical seminary.163 The most frequent point of criticism was the ECM’s widespread 

embrace of postmodern epistemology, with its rejection of rationalism, foundationalism, 

objectivism, claims to absolute certainty, and conceptions of truth as solely propositional. 

In contrast, critics like Carson insisted that affirming the existence of objective, 

knowable, and propositional truth was indispensable for historic and biblical 

Christianity.164 David Wells was even bolder, asserting that contrary to the “studied 

uncertainty” promoted by the ECM, Scripture “gives us God’s perfect knowledge of 

himself and of all reality.”165 Carson would go on to accuse Emerging leaders like 

Stanley Grenz and Brian McLaren of promoting “a new idolatry: we refuse to take God at 

163 See R. Scott Smith, Truth and the New Kind of Christian: The Emerging Effect of 
Postmodernism in the Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2005); John MacArthur, The Truth War; Roger 
Oaklund, Faith Undone: The Emerging Church… A New Reformation or an End-Time Deception (Eureka, 
MT: Lighthouse Trails, 2007); Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck, Why We’re Not Emergent (By Two Guys 
Who Should Be) (Chicago: Moody, 2008); Gary L.W. Johnson and Ronald N. Gleason, Reforming or 
Conforming?: Post-Conservative Evangelicals and the Emerging Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008); 
Wells, The Courage to Be Protestant (2008); Jim Belcher, Deep Church: A Third Way Beyond Emerging 
and Traditional (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009); Henard and Greenway, Evangelicals 
Engaging Emergent; R. Albert Mohler, The Disappearance of God: Dangerous Beliefs in the New Spiritual 
Openness (Colorado Springs, CO: Multnomah, 2009). For a round-up of many of the online critics of the 
ECM that arose in or before 2005, see Andrew Jones, “The Skinny on Emergent Criticism,” tallskinnykiwi 
(blog), December 14, 2004, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi 
/2004/12/the_skinny_on_e.html, and “Emerging Church Critics (Updated),” tallskinnykiwi (blog), 
November 18, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2005 
/11/the_fundie_blog.html. 

164 Donald A. Carson, Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church: Understanding a 
Movement and Its Implications (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 126. 

165 Wells, Courage to be Protestant, 77. 
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his word and prefer to worship the dogmatic not-knowing of hard postmodernism.”166 

Other critics would pull even fewer punches. John MacArthur, for instance, described 

Emerging leaders as “deceptive spiritual terrorists infiltrating the church” and “satanic 

missionaries sent to produce more apostates.”167  

Most criticism of the ECM at this stage came from the Reformed wing of 

evangelicalism, and especially among a rising movement of young, passionate, and 

theologically aggressive “New Calvinist” leaders.168 Though set apart from earlier 

evangelical Calvinists by their embrace of missional ecclesiology and charismatic 

spirituality, this “Neo-Reformed” movement was also marked by a strong emphasis on 

doctrinal correctness (according to their Calvinist beliefs) and a penchant for harsh 

critique of all those who stepped outside their perceived bounds.169 Thus, as problematic 

as these critics found postmodern epistemology, the doctrinal ambiguity of some in the 

ECM raised even more red-flags. McLaren’s Generous Orthodoxy, for instance, was 

                                                           
166 Carson, Becoming Conversant, 130. 

167 MacArthur, Truth War, 62. 

168 For an overview of this New Calvinist/Neo-Reformed movement see Collin Hansen’s Young, 
Restless, Reformed. Its most prominent institutional expression is The Gospel Coalition, a network of over 
7,800 broadly Reformed churches, with 22 local chapters and an annual conference that has drawn up to 
6,000 attendees founded by D.A. Carson and Tim Keller in 2005 (“Overview,” The Gospel Coalition, 
accessed February 10, 2017, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/about/overview). Current or past council 
members include well-known evangelical leaders like Danny Akin, Alistair Begg, Kevin DeYoung, Mark 
Driscoll, Ligon Duncan, Joshua Harris, Erwin Lutzer, C.J. Mahaney, Albert Mohler, Russell Moore, Darrin 
Patrick, John Piper, and Philip Ryken, most of whom have been vocal critics of the ECM. The Gospel 
Coalition has been criticized by other evangelicals for combining “harsh critiques of those outside it tribe 
with a bunker mentality that silences any who dare to question their thinking” (Jonathan Merritt, “The 
Gospel Coalition and how (not) to engage culture,” On Faith & Culture (blog), Religion News Service, 
June 6, 2016, accessed February 10, 2017, http://religionnews.com/2016/06/06/the-gospel-coalition-and-
how-not-to-engage-culture/).  

169 See, for instance, Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck’s defense of dogmatics in their chapter 
“Doctrine: The Drama is in the Dogma,” in DeYoung and Kluck, Why We’re Not Emergent, 104-131. For 
just one example of the pugilistic nature of New Calvinist attitudes toward the ECM, see the Pyromaniacs 
blog, http://teampyro.blogspot.com/search/label/emergent (accessed February 10, 2017). 
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critiqued for being fuzzy on beliefs about hell, other faiths, biblical inerrancy, penal 

substitutionary atonement, female ordination, and especially homosexuality.170  

This last topic proved particularly explosive. In January 2006, McLaren wrote a 

post for Christianity Today’s “Out of Ur” blog in which he called for a five-year 

moratorium for evangelical leaders on making pronouncements about same-sex 

relationships.171 Though his post was intended as pastoral advice and issued no solid 

statement of McLaren’s own views, the subsequent firestorm within the blogosphere 

demonstrated just how much of a litmus-test for orthodoxy that particular topic had 

already become within the evangelical world.172 It would be several more years before 

170 Carson, Becoming Conversant, 158-182; Mohler, Disappearance of God, 97-105. Besides the 
New Calvinists, criticism on these issues was also especially heavy from the many online “discernment” 
ministries (ODM), groups or individuals dedicated to exposing perceived heretics in the church. Some of 
the most vociferous included the late Ken Silva’s Apprising Ministries (http://apprising.org/, accessed 
February 10, 2017), Berean Research (http://bereanresearch.org/, accessed February 10, 2017), Christian 
Research Network (http://christianresearchnetwork.org/, accessed February 10, 2017), Slice of Laodicea 
(http://sliceoflaodicea.com/, accessed February 10, 2017), and The Wartburg Watch 
(http://thewartburgwatch.com/, accessed February 10, 2017). Unlike other critics, however, these writers 
tended to be less scholarly or even-handed, more hyperbolic and alarmist in tone, more fundamentalist in 
their doctrine, and especially concerned by supposedly “New Age” trends like contemplative spirituality 
and the spiritual formation movement. Because of this, few in the ECM bothered to engage with their 
critiques in a serious way. Instead, it was typically seen as badge of honor to be called out by what some 
satirically dubbed the “Online Discernmentalist Mafia” (https://itodyaso.wordpress.com/, accessed 
February 10, 2017). Nadia Bolz-Weber, for instance, titled her second book Pastrix after the mocking 
appellation given to her by ODM blogger Ken Silva. 

171 Brian McLaren, “Brian McLaren on the Homosexual Question: Finding a Pastoral Response,” 
Out of Ur (blog), January 23, 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web 
/20091015201057/http://blog.christianitytoday.com/outofur/archives/2006/01/brian_mclaren_o.html. 

172 A comment by the blog editor just three days later reported having “difficulty keeping pace 
with the responses being written,” and noted that “Reading through the comments reveals why 
homosexuality is known as a "wedge issue" in our culture. Our readers appear divided between heralding 
McLaren as a prophet, and condemning him as a heretic” (“Brian McLaren on the Homosexual Question 2: 
A Blogger’s Response,” Out of Ur (blog), Christianity Today, January 26, 2006, accessed February 10, 
2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20091015201114/http://blog.christianitytoday.com/outofur/archives/2006 
/01/brian_mclaren_o_1.html). The next day Mark Driscoll posted an even more inflammatory “rant” 
mocking McLaren and other Emergents as “homo-evangelicals” (“Brian McLaren on the Homosexual 
Question 3: A Prologue and Rant by Mark Driscoll,” Out of Ur (blog), Christianity Today, January 27, 
2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20091015212917/http://blog 
.christianitytoday.com/outofur/archives/2006/01/brian_mclaren_o_2.html). Numerous articles and books 
criticizing the ECM would continue to reference McLaren’s blog post in the years to come, including an 
extensive critique written four years later by Denny Burk, Dean of Boyce College, the undergraduate arm 
of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary (Denny Burk, “Why Evangelicals Should Ignore Brian 
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many prominent Emerging leaders would make clear statements in favor of same-sex 

relationships, but even failing to take a clear opposing stance was already enough to place 

the Emerging movement outside the camp in the minds of many evangelicals.173 This 

incident marked a turning point in mainstream evangelical attitudes toward the ECM, one 

critics could point to as evidence that the movement’s leaders were clearly moving 

beyond the bounds of evangelical orthodoxy. From this point forward, evangelicals came 

to view the ECM with increasing suspicion and reservation.  

Emerging Christians responded to these critiques in a variety of ways. Some 

pointed to the non-hierarchical and dialogical nature of the movement to remind critics 

that the views of one or two authors did not represent the theology of all who were in 

                                                           
McLaren: How The New Testament Requires Evangelicals to Render a Judgment on the Moral Status of 
Homosexuality,” Themelios 35:2 (2010): 213-237). Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck would also highlight 
the issue of homosexuality as a “test case” on the dangers of doctrinal ambiguity within the ECM 
(DeYoung and Kluck, Why We’re Not Emergent, 44-49). 

173 Tony Jones announced his support for same-sex marriage on his blog in November 2008 
following the end of his term as the National Coordinator for Emergent Village (“How I Went From There 
to Here: Same Sex Marriage Blogalogue,” Theoblogy (blog), November 19, 2008, accessed February 10, 
2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/ 2008/11/19/how-i-went-from-there-to-here-same-sex-marriage-blogalogue/). 
Shortly thereafter, in January 2009, Adele Sakler started the Queermergent blog as “an Emergent Safe 
House for the LGBTQ Community, Allies, and All Interested People Seeking Understanding” 
(https://queermergent.wordpress. com/, accessed February 10, 2017), leading the way for more open 
conversation about the issue in ECM circles, though meeting some resistance, even from straight allies who 
were resistant to suggestions of hosting an ECM event highlighting exclusively LGBTQ+ voices (Julie 
Medlock-Kennedy, Facebook message to author, January 15, 2017). The following October, the 
Christianity21 conference organized by Tony Jones and Doug Pagitt did feature one talk by queer activist 
Seth Donovan (Kara Root, “Confession,” in the here and now (blog), October 11, 2009, accessed February 
10, 2017, http://kara-root.blogspot.com/2009/10/confession.html). Brian McLaren himself only publicly 
acknowledged his support for gay-marriage after the news that he had presided over his son’s same-sex 
wedding was made public by the New York Times (“Weddings/ Celebrations: Trevor McLaren and Owen 
Ryan,” New York Times, September 23, 2012), though McLaren did note that he had changed his mind on 
the issue some years prior (Brian McLaren, “A ‘farewell, Brian McLaren’ moment, or not,” brian d. 
mclaren (blog), October 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, http://brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/i-read-
recently-about-your.html). This incident led at least one observer to wonder whether McLaren ought no 
longer to be referred to as an evangelical (Terry Mattingly, “Time to pin a new label on Brian McLaren?,” 
GetReligion (blog), September 26, 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, https://www.getreligion.org 
/getreligion/2012/09 /time-to-pin-new-label-on-brian-mclaren).   
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conversation with them.174 Others, especially those who bore the brunt of the criticism, 

pointed out that many of the critiques were based on false caricatures of their actual 

views.175 In June of 2005 Emergent published a “Response to Recent Criticisms” 

authored primarily by McLaren but also signed by Tony Jones, Doug Pagitt, Spencer 

Burke, Dan Kimball, Andrew Jones, and Chris Seay, that aimed to clarify their positions 

and affirm their belief in the scriptures, in the ancient creeds, in Jesus as the crucified and 

risen savior and the only way to the Father, in the use of both reason and experience, and 

in the existence of truth rather than moral or epistemological relativism. However, they 

also acknowledged finding “great joy and promise in dialogue and conversation” even 

about each of those items.176 

This official Response illustrated a deliberate intention by Emergent leaders to 

respond graciously and without hostility toward their critics. Pagitt, for instance, had 

earlier suggested the following “Battle Positions” in response to impending criticism: 

A Smile  
A Wink  
A Prayer  
A friendly Email  
Offers of hospitality  
Invitation to Friendships177 

174 Andrew Jones, “An Open Blog Post for Don Carson 1.1,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), April 15, 2005, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2005/04/an_open_blog 
_po.html. 

175 In a Q&A session at the 2005 Emergent Convention in Nashville, which I attended, Brian 
McLaren pointed out that in writing Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church, Carson had failed to 
converse directly with anyone in the Emerging Church, despite McLaren and others specifically reaching 
out to him prior to the book’s publication (a claim also confirmed by Spencer Burke and Tony Jones (Todd 
Littleton, email message to author, April 24, 2011)). As a result, McLaren said, he had the odd experience 
of reading a book that purported to tell him what he himself actually believed: “I decided to investigate his 
claims about me to see if they were true, and, after much research, discovered that they weren’t!”  

176 A copy of this “Response” can be found in Jones, New Christians, 227-232. 

177 Pagitt, “The Battle Begins.” See also, Stephen Shields, “The Emerging Storm,” Next-Wave, 
December 2004, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20041217090333/http://www.the-
next-wave.org/stories/StoryReader$503; and Brian McLaren, “Emergent Reactions, Spring 2006,” brian d. 
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The Response enacted this approach by using the bulk of the document to thank their 

critics, to apologize for their own shortcomings, and to encourage their supporters to 

“preserve the unity of the Spirt in the bond of peace by not becoming quarrelsome or 

defensive or disrespectful to anyone – especially those who you feel have misrepresented 

or misunderstood you or us.”178  

Not all ECM participants would hold themselves to such standards however. Even 

among signers of the Response, Tony Jones, in particular, would become known as a 

fierce defender of the ECM, often responding directly to critics on his own blog or in 

other forums. His arguments, while often insightful and accurate, were also frequently 

defensive and caustic in tone, lacking much of the diplomacy and humility displayed in 

the earlier Response. Though Jones was by no means the only Emerging blogger to adopt 

a more defensive posture, his role as National Coordinator for Emergent Village during 

this period of heightened criticism brought with it the perception that he spoke on behalf 

of the wider movement. Many came to associate Jones’ antagonistic approach with the 

Emerging Church in general, thus heightening the sense of opposition between the ECM 

and mainstream evangelicalism. 

Perhaps in part because of this growing divide, some of the more theologically 

conservative within the ECM reacted to criticism by reemphasizing the distinction 

between the terms “emerging” and “Emergent,” identifying the former not just with the 

broader movement, but more specifically with those like themselves who wished to 

mclaren (blog), June 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/2006/06 
/emergent_ reactions_spring_2006_374.html. 

178 Jones, New Christians, 231. 
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reimagine ministry methods, forms of worship, church structures, and ecclesiology while 

leaving more foundational areas of evangelical theology untouched.179 This distinction 

built on the much earlier resentment among those in the broader ECM who saw the very 

existence of Emergent Village as an attempt to institutionalize and commercialize a 

movement they wished to keep more free-flowing and open-sourced. Having been 

effectively scapegoated in these ways, Emergent Village thus acted as a lightning-rod for 

criticism, allowing others to affirm whatever aspects of the ECM discourse were useful to 

them while placing blame for any disconcerting elements on a group which they 

personally disavowed. While unfair to the reality of Emergent Village and those still 

associated with it, this lightning-rod role was, perhaps, one of the most useful functions 

Emergent Village offered to the broader movement at this time, drawing hostile fire away 

so that others could get on with the practical work of Emerging ministry. 

Most within Emergent Village resisted this bifurcation, however, continuing to 

affirm the inclusive nature of the movement, though not always appreciating how their 

own continually strident critiques of evangelicalism suggested their own ambivalence 

toward such inclusion.180 Furthermore, as attacks against the ECM multiplied, it became 

179 Mark Devine, “The Emerging Church: One Movement – Two Streams,” in Henard and 
Greenway, Evangelicals Engaging Emergent, 4-46; Mark Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev: 
Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 21-23; David G. 
Dunbar, “Missional, Emerging, Emergent: A Traveler’s Guide,” Missional Journal 2, nos. 4-5 (May and 
June 2008), accessed February 10, 2017, https://www.biblical.edu/images/ stories/missional-
journal/missional-journal-2-4.pdf and https://www.biblical.edu/images/stories/ missional-journal/missional-
journal-2-5.pdf; Dan Kimball, “Origins of the terms “Emerging” and “Emergent” church – Part 2,” Dan 
Kimball: Vintage Faith (blog), April 21, 2006, accessed February 10, 2017, https.//web.archive.org/web 
/20140819172100/http://dankimball.typepad.com/vintage_faith/2006/04/origins_of_the_.html; Scot 
McKnight, “McLaren Emerging,” Christianity Today, September 2008, 59.  

180 Julie Clawson, “Claiming Emergent,” onehandclapping (blog), September 8, 2008, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http//julieclawson.com/2008/09/08/claiming-emergent/; Tony Jones, “Emerging vs. 
Emergent,” Theoblogy (blog), April 15, 2008, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2008/04/15 
/emerging-vs-emergent/; Brian McLaren, “Emergent in Publisher’s Weekly,” brian d. mclaren (blog), 
September 1, 2008, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/emergent-in-
publishers-weekly.html. For examples of Emergent Village leaders’ retrospectively acknowledging their 
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increasingly costly for many within evangelical institutions to identify with either label, 

whether “emerging” or “Emergent”. Evangelical publishers eventually discovered that 

marketing new books as “emerging/emergent” was counterproductive and phased out 

such imprints. It was also not uncommon to find ECM leaders disinvited from speaking 

engagements, and for ministers and professors to face discipline, loss of funding, or even 

termination for their involvement with the movement.181 Others found they were simply 

spending too much time defining and defending the terminology rather than getting on 

with the work it was supposed to describe, leading them to quietly (or sometimes not so 

quietly) drop the label.182 In the words of one early ECM leader who later moved on from 

the movement, “Emergent was a great foundation for me and a very honoring place too. 

But the anger and the divisiveness wasn't helpful for kingdom building and we got too 

cerebral and not enough practice... talked about stuff rather than actually living it out.”183  

                                                           
excessive antagonism toward conservative evangelicalism, see Jones, “Some Thoughts About Mark 
Driscoll,” and Pagitt, “Karma Kick-Back?” 

181 One of the earliest and most widely-reported incidences of an ECM speaker being disinvited 
occurred in March, 2005 when the Kentucky Baptist Convention (affiliated with the Southern Baptists) 
withdrew and invitation for Brian McLaren to speak at an evangelism conference, after his book, A 
Generous Orthodoxy, drew criticism for suggesting that adherents of other faiths could become followers 
of Jesus without necessarily having to affiliate with the Christian religion (“McLaren speaks in Kentucky 
after controversy,” Associated Baptist Press, April 12, 2005, accessed February 10, 2017, https:// 
baptistnews.com/article/mclaren-speaks-in-kentucky-after-controversy/#WGSbIfkrJPY). Another 
significant example such institutional disavowals of the ECM was the departure of Emerging theologian 
John Franke from Biblical Seminary in Hatfield, Pennsylvania in 2011. Biblical had previously embraced 
the ECM, creating an Emerging studies program with leaders like Spencer Burke, Tim Keel, Todd 
Littleton, and Brian McLaren as consultants. However, after facing criticism from a small group of vocal 
alumni, the seminary changed their terminology from “emerging” to “missional” and pushed Franke out of 
the institution (Tony Jones, “Is ‘Progressive’ the Right Term?,” Theoblogy (blog), June 17, 2011, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2011/06/17/is-progressive-the-right-term/).  

182 Andrew Jones, “Emerging Church: You Say Dump It,” tallskinnykiwi (blog), September 2, 
2008, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com/tallskinnykiwi/2008/09/emerging-
chur-1.html; Scot McKnight, “Emerging and Emergent: Our New Network,” Jesus Creed (blog), 
September 24, 2008, accessed February 10, 2017, http://patheos.com/community/jesuscreed/2008/09/24 
/emerging-and-emergent-our-new-network/. 

183 Lilly Lewin, comment on Mike Clawson’s Facebok page, December 31, 2016 (4:31 p.m.), 
accessed February 10, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/mike.clawson1/posts/10154120762377409. 
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Still others, made to feel unwelcome in evangelical circles because of their 

theological questioning, chose to turn their backs on evangelicalism as well. By 2008 

Scot McKnight described these “emergents” as facing a crossroads, “either abandon 

traditional evangelicalism for an emergent form of post-evangelical Christianity, or 

abandon Christianity altogether.” His prediction, which proved accurate, was that “very 

few emergent folks… have any chance of returning to a robust, traditional evangelical 

faith.”184 The theological lines in the sand drawn by Carson and others were irrelevant to 

those who had already crossed such lines long ago. If mainstream evangelicalism no 

longer wanted them, then they would simply move on from evangelicalism. 

The Rise of the Hyphenateds 

The distancing of conservative evangelicals from the ECM coincided, perhaps 

predictably, with a rise in interest in the movement among those outside of evangelical 

circles, especially within the more historically liberal mainline denominations. As post-

evangelical Emerging Christians sought more hospitable institutional environments for 

their theological explorations, stagnant mainline churches sought the kind of missional 

energy and innovative spirit intrinsic to the ECM. Some mainline clergy had been 

involved with the ECM from the early days, and already there were parallel trends to the 

evangelical Emerging Church among mainline denominations, what historian Diana 

Butler Bass has termed “practicing congregations” – churches that found renewed vitality 

by “retraditioning” their historic spiritual practices for a contemporary context to form 

184 Scot McKnight, “The Ironic Faith of Emergents,” Christianity Today, September 2008, 62. 
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“an intentional way of life in community.”185 Connections between these overlapping 

trends multiplied from around 2007 onward with the rise of numerous “hyphenated” 

groups – Presbymergent, Anglimergent, Luthermergent, Methomergent, Baptimergent, 

etc. – which sought to merge an Emerging ethos with ongoing commitment to their 

mainline denominational heritage.186 Though given strength by post-evangelical exiles in 

search of more theologically-open faith communities, most of these hyphenated 

expressions of the ECM originated among those already rooted in a particular 

denominational heritage. For this reason, Adam Walker-Cleaveland, co-founder of 

Presbymergent, dubs the hyphenateds “loyal radicals,” “those who stay on the inside to 

bring about creative, emergent expressions of historic faith.”187 In his view, just as the 

ECM offered evangelicals permission to question their entrenched theologies, it also 

offered mainline Christians a safe space to question entrenched traditions and practices 

within their own churches.  

The hyphenated phenomenon has not always fit easily in the ECM. Some 

prominent ECM leaders with more anti-institutional leanings have been vigorous with 

their critiques of Mainline institutions, pessimistic about the possibilities of remaining 

within them, and unwelcoming toward those who wish to try.188 Tony Jones, most 

                                                           
185 Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church (Herndon, VA: 

Alban Institute, 2004), 3, 19, 86-88. 

186 Snider, The Hyphenateds, xiii-xvii. 

187 Adam Walker-Cleaveland, “Presbymergent: The Story of One Mainliner’s Quest to Be a Loyal 
Radical,” in An Emergent Manifesto of Hope, edited by Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 2007), 125-126. 

188 One Presbymergent pastor described her experience asking an Emergent leader if there was 
room for her to embrace both innovation and tradition within her Mainline denominational context: “He 
told me clearly and emphatically, “No.” Denominations were going to die at any moment, and I was 
holding onto a lumbering dinosaur. I was not part of a denominational church so that I could live out the 
fullness of my calling in a community of faith, but in order to gain power for myself.” (Carol Howard 



360 

notably, has been vociferous with his rhetoric against denominations, describing them as 

“irredeemably reified into patterns of institutional conservatism and survival; they are 

irredeemably sold out to market forces and have thus commodified the radical, liberating 

message of the gospel.”189 There is no little irony to the fact that Jones in particular is 

especially known for this stance since, in his role as National Coordinator for Emergent 

Village, he would frequently come under fire both by more radical critics of the 

institutional church for representing the institutionalization of the ECM, and by potential 

denominational partners of Emergent Village for being insulting and dismissive toward 

their cherished institutions.  

Nevertheless, the hyphenateds did carve out space for themselves within the ECM 

– organizing conferences and gatherings, creating online portals for other Emerging

Christians within their denominations, and publishing books about their experiences and 

perspectives.190 Some even rose to positions of prominence and leadership within their 

Merritt, “Another death certificate for the emerging Church,” Progressive Christianity, March 3, 2011, 
accessed February 10, 2017, https://progressivechristianity.org/ resources/another-death-certificate-for-the-
emerging-church/). 

189 Jones, New Christians, 9; Tony Jones, “Throwing Down the Gauntlet,” Theoblogy (blog), 
November 7, 2004, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2004/11/07/throwing-down-the-
gauntlet/. See also, Tony Jones, “Without Author|ity 3: A Taxonomy of Institutions,” Theoblogy (blog), 15 
November 2004, http://tonyj.net/ blog/2004/11/15/without-authority-3-a-taxonomy-of-institutions/; and 
“Reconsider Ordination. Now. (Continued),” Theoblogy (blog), May 12, 2009, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://tonyj.net/blog/2009/05/12/reconsider-ordination-now-continued/. Jones has not been the only 
prominent ECM leader to reject the value of denominations. See for instance Doug Pagitt’s comment at the 
“Theology After Google” conference in 2010, where he opined “I think things like denomination and 
ordination are part of the old system of control and domination that has to go” (Mitchell Landsberg, 
“Theology After Google’ conference takes look at religion in Web era,” Los Angeles Times, March 15, 
2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://articles.latimes.com/2010/mar/15/local/la-me-beliefs15-
2010mar15). 

190 Most of online hyphenated websites have since shut down. However, for histories of one of the 
earliest and most prolific groups, Presbymergent, see Adam Walker-Cleaveland, “A Brief History of 
Presbymergent: Part 1,” Pomomusings (blog), May 13, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://pomomusings.com/2010/05/13/history-of-presbymergent-1/; and Michael Clawson, “Loyal Radicals: 
The Intersection of Mainline Denominations and Emerging Christianity” (master’s thesis, Austin 
Presbyterian Theological Seminary, 2010), accessed February 10, 2017, http://pomomusings.com/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/Clawson.pdf. Books related to the hyphenated phenomenon include Nadia Bolz-



361 
 

denominations, helping to generate space and resources for Emerging experiments within 

those bodies.191 They were aided in this effort by the increasing influence of Phyllis 

Tickle within the ECM around this time. As an author, scholar, and professional observer 

of the evolving landscape of American religion through her role as founding editor of the 

religion department at Publishers Weekly, the international journal of the book industry, 

Phyllis had been involved with the ECM since the early 2000s when Brian McLaren’s 

books first came to her attention. She rose to a new level of prominence in 2008 with the 

publication of her book The Great Emergence which offered the movement a 

historiographical schema placing them in the vanguard of an epochal and cyclical five-

hundred-year shift within Western civilization and the Western church. This book (along 

with two follow-up volumes further developing this theme), well-attended ECM 

conferences in 2008 and 2013 specifically focused on her work, multiple speaking events 

in diverse other venues, and her behind-the-scenes friendship, mentoring, and 

encouragement of many Emerging leaders and authors, soon earned her an unofficial role 

as the matriarch of the movement and designation as an “evangelist of the future.”192 Key 

                                                           
Weber, Pastrix: The Cranky, Beautiful Faith of a Sinner & Saint (New York: Jericho, 2013); Steven Croft, 
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Louis, MO: Chalice, 2011); and Phil Snider and Emily Bowen, Toward a Hopeful Future: Why the 
Emergent Church Is Good News for Mainline Congregations (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2010). 

191 The Presbyterian Church (USA), for instance, has had several Presbymergent members as 
Moderators or Vice Moderators of their General Assembly (the highest elected positions within the 
denomination) in recent years, including Bruce Reyes-Chow (2008-2009), Landon Whitsitt (Vice 
Moderator, 2010-211), and Jan Edmiston (2016-2017). 

192 Tony Jones, ed., Phyllis Tickle: Evangelist of the Future (Brewster, MA: Paraclete, 2014). This 
work was a festschrift reflecting on Tickle’s impact “on publishing, religion, and the church in America.” 
See also, Courtney Perry, Paul Soupiset, and Mike Clawson, eds., Phyllis. Emergence Christianity 2013 
(Minneapolis: JoPa, 2013). Phyllis Tickle’s books on the broader phenomenon of Emergence Christianity 
and the Emerging Church Movement within it are The Great Emergence (2008), Emergence Christianity 
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among the trends she described was a new convergence of what she described as the four 

historic divisions within North American Christianity: Conservatives, Renewalists, 

Liturgicals, and Social Justice Christians.193 While she believed that the bulk of American 

Christians would eventually become “emergents” existing at the center of this 

convergence, Tickle (herself a lifelong Episcopalian) placed the hyphenateds on the first 

ring beyond that inner core of convergence and assigned to them the crucial role of 

“conduits between Emergence Christianity and inherited and/or institutional 

Christianity.”194 She emphasized that the direction of influence flows both ways to the 

benefit of each – hyphenateds keep the ECM connected to meaningful church traditions, 

ensuring that they “don’t throw out the baby with the bathwater,” while infusing these 

traditions with the “contextualized theology and reinvigorated praxis” of the ECM.195 

As the ECM continued to evolve, and especially as Emergent Village (with which 

most of these more theologically progressive groups tended to align) began to decline, 

each of these organized hyphenated groups eventually faded out, or gave birth to new 

initiatives that no longer saw a benefit to using the -mergent suffix. Their impact, 

however, was to point the way forward for many Emerging Christians who had cast-off 

or been cast away from their evangelical roots, but still desired connection with 

(2012), and Phyllis Tickle and Jon M. Sweeney, The Age of the Spirit: How the Ghost of an Ancient 
Controversy is Shaping the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014). Tickle passed away from lung cancer 
in 2015 at the age of 81. 

193 Tickle, The Great Emergence, 123-44. In more familiar terms, Conservatives refer to 
fundamentalists and evangelicals, Renewalists to Pentecostals and charismatics, Liturgicals to Roman 
Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Anglicans, and some Lutherans, and Social Justice Christians to the Protestant 
Mainline. She also deliberately excludes Mormonism, understanding it as a separate faith rather than a 
variant of Christianity, and Quakers, highlighting them instead as early catalysts (via pioneers in spirituality 
like Richard Foster and John Wimber) of the growing convergence of traditions.  

194 Tickle, Emergence Christianity, 148. 

195 Tickle, Emergence Christianity, 149. 
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established communities of faith that could be both innovative and rooted, and to create 

space within mainline traditions for the methodological innovations and flexibility 

characteristic of the ECM.196 The bridges built by hyphenated Christians also would 

enable further collaborations between ECM leaders and mainline institutions for new 

initiatives in the years to come. 

 
The Fragmentation and “Death” of the Movement: 2009-2013 

 
Between the period from 2005-2008, the ECM had grown exponentially through 

new churches, cohorts, publishing platforms, and conferences, extending both its reach 

and influence. At the same time, escalating criticism from the Neo-Reformed wing of 

evangelicalism, and exclusion from institutions they influenced or controlled, placed a 

great deal of negative pressure on those considering the movement. This resistance, 

combined with Emerging Christians’ own innate ambivalence toward institutions and 

labels, made it more likely that even those sympathetic to the movement would be 

reluctant to fully identify with it. This problem was exacerbated by the reluctance of 

ECM leaders to take clear and definitive stances on controversial issues during this 

period, for fear that such statements would shut down the conversation and inhibit its 

diversity.197 Those considering joining the movement could not be sure what exactly they 

were being asked to affirm, and yet were guaranteed to draw criticism for it regardless. 

                                                           
196 For one representative example of the former, see Rachel Held Evans’ memoir of moving from 

Southern fundamentalism to the Episcopal Church, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding 
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penned by theologian F. LeRon Shults on behalf of Emergent Village in May 2006 (“Disastrous 
Statements,” found in Jones, New Christians, 233-235). 
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Presented with such ambiguity, many chose instead simply to keep the movement at 

arms-length. 

Constant criticism also produced a situation where much of the ECM’s discourse 

increasingly focused on the movement itself – defining its nature and commitments, and 

defending it against attacks – rather than the issues of practice, ecclesiology, and 

theology it had been formed to discuss. This is not to say that the on-the-ground work of 

Emerging ministry did not continue. Emerging churches, cohorts, intentional 

communities, and other expressions were vibrant during these years. But the public 

discourse of the ECM in books, blogs, and conferences became increasingly self-

reflective, leading to accusations of Emerging “navel gazing” and a general weariness 

with the whole conversation among some.198 To some, whether fairly or not, it appeared 

as though the ECM, and Emergent Village especially, was more concerned with 

protecting its “brand” than with the actual work of reimagining Christianity within a 

postmodern culture. Interest in that latter task seemed to be running out of steam at the 

same time that evangelical gatekeepers seemed to be running out of patience with the 

movement. 

This period of growing disillusionment with the ECM reached its zenith between 

2008 and 2010 when several prominent participants publicly distanced themselves from 

“Emerging Church” terminology – most notably Shane Claiborne, Jason Clark, Andrew 

198 Sarah Bessey, “In which I have discovered that I don't care about the emerging church 
anymore,” Emerging Mummy (blog), February 4, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org 
/web/20120401144044/http://www.emergingmummy.com/2010/02/in-which-i-have-discovered-that-i-
dont.html; Patrick Oden, “emerging navel-gazing,” Dual Ravens (blog), February 11, 2010, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://dualravens.com/ravens/2010/02/ emerging-navel-gazing/.  
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Jones, and Dan Kimball.199 For many, the theological controversy that had developed 

around the movement, and the need to constantly explain to critics (and especially to 

ministry overseers or financial supporters) where one stood in relation to these 

controversies, simply became too counterproductive. These defections prompted some 

critics to begin declaring the “death of the Emerging Church,” taking inspiration from a 

post by Andrew Jones whose title seemed to suggest that the ECM had ended in 2009.200 
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Controversy over the circumstances of the Jones-McMahon divorce would flare up again in late-
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At the same time, the explosion of pushback from continued supporters challenging this 

pronouncement showed that, far from being dead, there was still a great deal of energy 

left in the movement.201  

What did seem to die around 2010 was any hope that the ECM, as such, would 

remain as an accepted movement within the evangelical world. Already, evangelical 

publishers, schools, and conference organizers had been quietly dropping the label as 

simply too controversial. Evangelical magazines stopped running articles by ECM 

writers. Emerging speakers stopped getting invitations to evangelical events or 

institutions. The ECM as an evangelical marketing “brand” had died; but, as Jonathan 

Brink would assert in his “State of Emergence 2010” report for Emergent Village, “What 

didn’t die were the underlying questions that fueled the movement in the first place. 

friends in the ECM rallied around him to offer statements of support or corroboration of his version of 
events (most of these statements were later removed from the internet following a court order). Regardless 
of whether or not McMahon’s accusations have any merit, the controversy has proved devastating to Jones’ 
career as an author and speaker. The impact on the broader ECM has been minimal, however, since by 
2014 Jones was long-removed from visible leadership, having been working since 2008 in more behind-
the-scenes roles as a conference planner, book solicitor, and adjunct professor. In that time the movement 
had also transformed, with Emergent Village no longer in existence by 2014, and Jones and many of his 
supporters no longer at the center of its most vibrant ongoing expressions. 
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People were still gathering together in pubs, coffee houses, and homes, wrestling with 

questions of faith, reformation, atonement, the goodness of God, what it means to follow 

Jesus, and how to live in a post-Christian culture.”202 

Even more declared the movement outside the bounds of evangelicalism after 

subsequent controversies over Brian McLaren’s A New Kind of Christianity (2010), in 

which he took a more definitive stance on multiple controversial doctrinal issues, and 

Rob Bell’s Love Wins (2011) which called into question traditional evangelical notions 

about Hell and suggested instead that all people could one day be redeemed.203 Even 

David Fitch, co-founder of one of the first Emergent Cohorts, would declare that 

McLaren’s book in particular marked a final “parting of the ways” between the 

theologically progressive, post-evangelical elements within the ECM (represented by 

Emergent Village and McLaren himself), and more conservative “emerging” streams like 

the “Missional” movement with which Fitch himself identified.204 In Fitch’s estimation, 

this clarification and separation of the various streams was a good thing. At the very 

least, it signified the end of the Emerging Church as a relatively cohesive, “big tent” 

                                                           
202 Posted on the Emergent Village website in January 2011. Quoted in Phyllis Tickle, Emergence 

Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 113. 

203 Tim Challies, “Book Review: A New Kind of Christianity,” American Theological Inquiry 5, 
no. 2 (July 15, 2012): 106; Kevin DeYoung, “Christianity and McLarenism”; Scot McKnight, “Brian 
McLaren’s ‘A New Kind of Christianity’”; R. Albert Mohler Jr., Jim Hamilton, Bruce Ware, Stephen 
Wellum, and Gregory Wills, “Panel Discussion – New Kind of Christianity? – Brian McLaren Recasts the 
Gospel,” Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, video, March 11, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.sbts.edu/resources/chapel/chapel-spring-2010/panel-discussion-a-new-kind-of-christianity-
brian-mclaren-recasts-the-gospel/; Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “Rob Bell's Upcoming Book on Heaven & Hell 
Stirs Blog, Twitter Backlash on Universalism,” Christianity Today, February 26, 2011, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2011/february/rob-bells-upcoming-book-on-heaven-hell-stirs-
blog-twitter.html; Mark Galli, “Review: Rob Bell’s Bridge Too Far,” Christianity Today, April 2011.   
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movement. Following the “death of emergent” dust storm and subsequent publication of 

these controversial books, theologically conservative members of the movement were no 

longer interested in claiming the “emerging” label at all. Instead they increasingly 

adopted less controversial terms like “missional,” used intentionally to distinguish 

themselves from those continuing to identify with the ECM. This is not to say that those 

who continued to use “Emerging/Emergent” labels necessarily endorsed all that McLaren 

or Bell or others had written. But they were those who continued to welcome theological 

diversity within the movement, even when it moved beyond the bounds of evangelical 

doctrine. 

Multiplication of New Groups 

The parting of theological ways heralded by Fitch produced several new networks 

designed to focus more deliberately on issues they felt were most important for the 

ongoing movement while avoiding theologies that would be more controversial to 

evangelicals. In 2009, Scot McKnight, Dan Kimball, and Erwin McManus launched the 

Origins Network to refocus specifically on evangelism, which they felt was being 

neglected by Emergent Village. They also deliberately defined themselves in contrast to 

Emergent Village theologically by affirming a specific commitment to the 1974 

Lausanne Covenant, a broadly evangelical statement of faith.205 After an inaugural event 

at McManus’ Mosaic Church in 2010 and a host of smaller digital events over the next 

several years, the effort morphed into the ReGeneration Project which has hosted annual 

205 McKnight, “Emerging and Emergent.” 
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events emphasizing theology, apologetics, and ministry specifically for younger 

generations – essentially returning to the ECM’s earlier roots in generational ministry.206  

Another missional and broadly evangelical group, the Ecclesia Network, had 

begun several years before, in 2007, among a half-dozen innovative churches in the Mid-

Atlantic states focused on multiplying new missional churches.207 Over the next few 

years it grew to include several dozen churches across the country, and began hosting 

annual conferences with speakers known for their connections in the missional streams of 

the ECM discourse – leaders like David Fitch, Eddie Gibbs, and Alan Hirsch, for 

instance. This network was originally formed less in opposition to Emergent Village than 

as another partnering network alongside it. However, in 2011, Ecclesia launched a new 

initiative known as the Missio Alliance to connect denominations, schools, and other 

networks to work specifically on developing new evangelical theologies for mission in 

the twenty-first century.208 Following David Fitch’s suggestion in his “Parting of the 

Ways” post, Missio Alliance, which Fitch helped spearhead, deliberately positioned itself 

as a more “centrist” (and Neo-Anabaptist influenced) theological alternative to the 

conservative Reformed theologies of The Gospel Coalition and the post-evangelical 

theologies coming out of Emergent Village.209 Their inaugural conference in 2013 drew 
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207 “History,” Ecclesia, accessed February 10, 2017, http://ecclesianet.org/about/history/. 

208 “Our History,” Missio Alliance, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.missioalliance.org/history/. 

209 “Originating Convictions,” Missio Alliance, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www 
.missioalliance.org/originating-convictions/. See also, David Fitch, “The Future of the Gospel in N. 
America,” Missio Alliance, September 26 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.missioalliance 
.org/the-future-of-the-gospel-in-n-america/. David Fitch and Geoff Holsclaw also wrote a book detailing 



370 

700 participants to discuss “The Future of the Gospel: Renewing Evangelical Imagination 

for Mission,” and the Alliance has continued to host well-attended theological 

conferences in the years since. 

Though eschewing identification with terms like “Emerging” and explicitly 

defining themselves over and against Emergent Village, each of these new networks (as 

well as other, more established, missional training organizations like Alan Hirsch and 

Michael Frost’s Forge Network or Alan Roxburgh’s Missional Network) still embrace 

many, if not most, characteristics of the Emerging discourse, and thus are still rightly 

seen part of the ECM as so-defined, simply as more specifically focused and 

theologically defined elements within it.210 The common characteristics of these new 

groups has been a commitment broadly evangelical doctrines and an embrace of 

missional theology and practice. They thus represent ongoing institutional expressions of 

the ECM’s influence on mainstream evangelicalism. 

The Racial Critique of the ECM 

Another wave of criticism of the ECM arose around this same time, this time 

largely from those with more progressive views, regarding the relative lack of diversity 

within the movement. As has been mentioned, from the beginning had ECM leaders had 

made intentional efforts to diversify the movement both in terms of gender and race. 

their points of overlap and disagreement with both the Neo-Reformed and Emerging Church movements 
(Prodigal Christianity: 10 Signposts into the Missional Frontier (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013)). Their 
views have heavily influenced how Missio Alliance likewise positions itself within the landscape of 
American evangelicalism. 

210 Brother Maynard makes this same argument in a pair of posts, “Emergent Terminology: It’s 
Not about Terminology,” Subversive Influence (blog), October 2, 2008, http://subversiveinfluence.com 
/2008/10/emergent-terminology-its-not-about-terminology/, and “Emergent Terminology: It’s Not About 
Fracturing,” Subversive Influence (blog), October 3, 2008, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://subversiveinfluence.com/2008/10/emergent-terminology-its-not-about-fracturing/. 
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Within Emergent Village, proactive steps were continually made to invite more persons 

of color into Emergent leadership circles, to the stage at Emergent conferences, and to 

write books under Emergent imprints, though not always with great success.211 Despite 

these efforts, the most recognizable names in the movement continued to be white male 

pastors and authors. A similar diversity appeared to be lacking on the grassroots level as 

well. A survey conducted between 2004-2006 of over two thousand Emerging Christians 

in eight representative Emerging Churches discovered that 92.8% of respondents were 

white, while only 2.4% were Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.2% Hispanic, 1.3% black, 0.3% 

Native American, and 0.8% other.212 While the data was not collected in a way that 

would make it generalizable to the entire movement, it did show that some of the most 

prominent Emerging communities at that time were in fact overwhelmingly white.  

These realities provoked a May 2010 cover story in Sojourners magazine asking 

the question “Is the Emerging Church for Whites Only?”213 Written by North Park 

Seminary professor, Soong-Chan Rah, along with student Jason Mach, the article 

criticized the ECM in the West for primarily being attuned to “white middle- to upper-

class suburbanites,” lacking substantive racial or ethnic diversity. Instead, Rah and Mach 

argued, the term “emerging church” ought to be disassociated from this movement and 

reapplied to the global multi-ethnic church, which they believed was of greater 

significance. The article sparked a firestorm of controversy in the ECM blogosphere. 

                                                           
211 Tony Jones, “Responding to Charges of Racism,” Theoblogy (blog), April 9, 2010, accessed 

February 10, 2017, http://tonyj.net/blog/2010/04/09/responding-to-charges-of-racism/. 

212 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 205.  

213 Soong-Chan Rah and Jason Mach, “Is the Emerging Church for Whites Only?,” Sojourners, 
May 2010, 16-21. 
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Some of Rah and Mach’s own interviewees noted that the authors had been dishonestly 

selective with their data, deliberately ignoring examples of diversity that would have 

served as counterexamples to their thesis.214 “The reality is that the conversation is 

diverse (imperfectly so, but diverse nonetheless),” argued Emergent Village Council 

member Julie Clawson,  “and to dismiss it as being all about hip white males is hurtful to 

the rest of us contributing to the conversation who don't fit that stereotype.”215 Clawson 

and others also noted that few in the ECM would disagree with the article’s call for 

greater diversity, and argued that for many the movement itself had served as a primary 

catalyst for awakening privileged white Christians to issues of racial justice.216 Tools for 

deconstructing their conservative theological and cultural assumptions were necessary 

prerequisites for producing that awakening, however – tools which the ECM had 

provided them. That the movement still consisted primarily of whites was thus, perhaps, a 

214 Rebecca Cynamon-Murphy, “Thinking Outside the Box,” Sojourners, August 2010, accessed 
February 10, 2017, https://sojo.net/magazine/august-2010/thinking-outside-box. In a blog comment, 
Andrew Jones also pointed out that Rah’s book The Next Evangelicalism, on which the Sojourners article 
was based, had excluded non-white expressions of the ECM like hip-hop churches, Eugene Cho’s church in 
Seattle, and Rudy Carrasco’s ministry in Los Angeles, from its chapter criticizing the Emerging Church for 
a lack of diversity, mentioning these ministries more favorably under other categories. “If you keep taking 
away the non-white segment of the EC,” Jones noted, “then what you will have left in your little EC box 
will obviously be white” (tsk, comment, April 7, 2010 (5:28 p.m.), on Tony Jones, “Is Sojourners for 
Straights Only?,” Theoblogy (blog), April 6, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://tonyj.net/blog/2010/04/06/is-sojourners-for-straights-only/#comment-1799290691). 

215 Julie Clawson, “I Am Emergent and I Don’t Fit the Stereotype,” Sojourners, April 9, 2010, 
accessed February 10, 2017, https://sojo.net/articles/i-am-emergent-and-i-dont-fit-stereotype.  

216 Julie Clawson, “Emerging or Converging?,” Sojourners, April 19, 2010, accessed February 10, 
2017, https://sojo.net/ articles/emerging-or-converging; Mike Clawson, “I Didn’t Learn About the 
Emerging Church from White Males,” Sojourners, April 20, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
https://sojo.net/articles/i-didnt-learn-about-emerging-church-white-males; Ann Pittman, “Emerging 
Synchroblog,” aNN pITTMAN (blog), April 19, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://anncpittman 
.blogspot.com/2010/04/emerging-synchroblog.html; Phil Snider, “In (guarded) praise of emergent,” 
philsnider (blog), April 19, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web 
/20101208035746/http://philsnider.wordpress.com/2010/04/19/in-guarded-praise-of-emergent/; Peter 
Walker, “Emerging Synchroblog: ‘What is the Emerging Church?’,” Emerging Christian (blog), April 18, 
2010, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.emergingchristian.com/2010/04/emerging-synchroblog-
what-is-emerging.html.  
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reflection of the fact that white, evangelical Christians were among those most in need of 

such tools. 

Despite the controversy surrounding Rah’s critique, the conversation sparked by 

his article brought renewed energy to the shift toward social justice concerns that had 

already been gaining momentum within the ECM (as explored in the previous chapter). 

Brian McLaren hailed the article as a needed call to “to grapple with the issue of 

Christendom and colonialism -- and the inherent white-European-male-privilege with 

which Christendom has been historically and theologically complicit.” Similarly, after 

some initial defensiveness, Tony Jones called for Emerging Christians to heed Rah’s 

critique by diversifying the leadership of the movement, inviting diverse speakers to 

events, attuning the upcoming Wild Goose Festival to matters of diversity, examining 

their own white privilege, and amplifying the voices of color already within the 

movement.217  

Some of Jones’ suggestions were in fact already underway. When the Emergent 

Village Council was reconstituted in 2009, for instance, it was deliberately diversified to 

include three persons of color and three women out of seven total council members, only 

two of whom were white males. That same year, the Christianity21 conference, organized 

by Tony Jones and Doug Pagitt, had featured exclusively female speakers (only two of 

whom were women of color however).218 Wild Goose organizers also seemed to heed the 

                                                           
217 Brian McLaren, “Turning the Tables of White-European-Male-Privilege: ‘Our’ Tables, ‘Their’ 

Tables, and New Tables,” Sojourners, April 22, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, https://sojo.net/articles 
/turning-tables-white-european-male-privilege-our-tables-their-tables-and-new-tables; Tony Jones, 
“Emergent’s White Problem,” Theoblogy (blog), April 11, 2010, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2010/04/11/emergents-white-problem/. 

218 Christianity21 speakers included Carla Barnhill, Alise Barrymore, Kelly Bean, Nadia Bolz-
Weber, Diana Butler-Bass, Julie Clawson, Lisa Domke, Seth Donovan, Makeesha Fisher, Mimi Haddad, 
Elaine Heath, Sybil MacBeth. Alyce McKenzie, Sally Morgenthaler, Shauna Niequist, Janell Paris, Caryn 
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call, extensively highlighting issues of racial justice each year since the festival’s 

inception in 2011, and consistently main-staging prominent indigenous leaders and 

leaders of color.219 Recognizing the that the festival’s attendees were, nevertheless, 

overwhelmingly white, in 2014 festival directors formed a planning team that “embodied 

the diversity the festival seeks as a hallmark,” enabling them to “pursue with vigor” a 

broader array of “speakers, topics, programming possibilities and strategic partnerships 

not previously on our radar.” This effort was in keeping with the 2014 festival’s theme 

“Living Liberation!” which expressed the organizers’ belief that “Our ‘love your 

neighbor’ faith commitments challenge tendencies toward racism, sexism, classism and 

Rivadeneira, Danielle Shroyer, Phyllis Tickle, Denise VanEck, and Lauren Winner (Christianity 21 2009, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://c21.thejopagroup.com/c21-2009/). 

219 A non-scientific 2013 survey of Christian conferences found that the 2013 Wild Goose Festival 
only included 10 minority speakers out of 74 (13.5%) while the Christianity21 conference in 2014 included 
7 out of 21 (33%); as compared to 12% in other large non-ECM evangelical conferences (Jonathan Merritt, 
“Are Christian conferences racially exclusive?” On Faith & Culture (blog), Religion News Service, 
November 20, 2013, accessed February 10, 2017, http://religion news.com/2013/11/20/christian-
conferences-racially-exclusive/). It should be noted that many of these minority speakers were given the 
more prominent main stage speaking spots as opposed to the numerous smaller workshops and seminars 
that were less diverse. Prominent clergy and activists of color who have headlined at the Wild Goose 
include LeRoy Barber, William Barber, Traci Blackmon, Yvette Flunder, Vincent Harding, Jacqui Lewis, 
Richard Twiss, and Randy Woodley. The same surveyor also found that Wild Goose Festival that year 
included 44 female speakers out of 74 total (59%, as compared to only 15% female representation at 32 
other large non-ECM evangelical conferences). Christianity 21 that year included 9 female speakers out of 
21 total (Jonathan Merritt, “Are Christian Conferences Sexist? ‘The Nines’ controversy prompts 
reflection,” On Faith & Culture (blog), Religion News Service, November 13, 2013, accessed February 10, 
2017, http://religion news.com/2013/11/13/christian-conferences-sexist-nines-controversy-prompts-
reflection/).  

The Wild Goose Festival has continued to intentionally work toward gender balance and greater 
racial diversity. In 2015, 46 out of roughly 149 presenters and performers were persons of color (31%) and 
69 were women (46%) (“The Compendium of This Year’s Speakers, Musicians & More,” Wild Goose 
Festival 2015 Program & Schedule, July 9, 2015, 29-73). In 2016, 50 out of 204 speakers were persons of 
color (24.5%) and 112 were women (55%) (“Compendium of This Year’s Speakers, Musicians, 
Storytellers, and More!,” Wild Goose Festival 2016 Program, July 7, 2016, 35-107). After some 
controversy during the first couple of years, the Wild Goose Festival also chose to make LGBTQ+ equality 
a central value, and later festivals have included a large number of these voices as well (Jeffrey Walton, 
“Wild Goose Goes Gay – and a Whole Lot More,” Juicy Ecumenism (blog), August 13, 2013, accessed 
February 10, 2017, https://juicyecumenism.com/2013/08/13/wild-goose-goes-gay-and-a-whole-lot-more/). 
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homophobia.”220 In such efforts, the Wild Goose represents a primary illustration of the 

evolution of Emerging Christianity toward progressive social concerns of this sort over 

recent years. 

The Living Liberation festival theme was also one example of the increasing 

influence of postcolonial and liberation theologies on the ECM. Just a few months after 

the publication of the Sojourners article in 2010, Emergent Village featured 

postcolonialism as the theme of their annual Theological Conversation, including 

postcolonial feminist bible scholar Musa Dube of Botswana, along with Native American 

scholar Richard Twiss, and Northern Irish theologian Colin Greene. The ground for this 

event had been prepared by liberation theologian Jürgen Moltmann at the previous year’s 

Conversation, and the next Conversation in 2012 would extend the trend by including 

womanist theologian Monica Coleman. As evangelical critics signaled to Emerging 

Christians that they were no longer welcome within their circles, many in the ECM, and 

especially those engaged with the more radical theological and political discourses of the 

movement, felt freer to explore these sort of theological perspectives – perspectives that 

would typically be dismissed or simply ignored within evangelical circles.221  This 

process was aided by the expansion of interest in the ECM by Mainline Protestants 

around this same time, bringing into the discourse new voices who were already more 

familiar with the long tradition of liberationist thought. 

 

                                                           
220 Melvin Bray, “Living Liberation!,” Wild Goose Festival, June 23, 2014, accessed February 10, 

2017, http://wildgoosefestival.org/living-liberation/. 

221 On evangelical reactions to liberation theology, see João B. Chaves, Evangelicals and 
Liberation Revisited: An Inquiry into the Possibility of an Evangelical-Liberationist Theology (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013). 
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The Demise of Emergent Village 

Controversies over evangelical theology, over diversity in the movement, and 

over whether the ECM had, in fact, already died, contributed to a perception that the 

ECM was fragmenting, and perhaps even disintegrating. This perception was reinforced 

by a major reorganization of Emergent Village in 2009 followed by a decline in its output 

of books, web content, and events. Sensing that the organization had achieved its original 

goals, in the summer of 2008, the Emergent Village Board conducted a survey of all 

those interested about their desires for its future direction. Over 2000 people responded, 

most of whom wished to see Emergent Village continue as a kind of “network of 

networks” without institutionalizing. Based on that data, the Board determined to 

“streamline, decentralize, and reduce expenses by discontinuing the role of National 

Cooordinator,” reconfigure the board to include fresh and more diverse voices, “re-

emphasize the importance of the website,” and depend more on other like-minded 

organizations to develop regional conferences, national events, practical resources, and 

the like, rather than trying to do that work themselves.222 Tony Jones’ National 

Coordinator position was eliminated on October 31, 2008, and a diverse group convened 

in Washington DC the following April to help envision the future of Emergent Village. 

This gathering (known as EVDC09) convened many who had long been connected as 

Friends of Emergent but few who had previously been in any central leadership 

positions.223 Out of it was formed a new seven-member “Village Council,” and several 

222 These findings and decisions were communicated in a “Letter from the Board to Friends of 
Emergent Village.” While the full text of that letter is no longer available online, key excerpts are available 
at “Big Changes at Emergent Village,” Emerging Pensees (blog), November 3, 2008, accessed February 
10, 2017, http://emergingpensees. blogspot.com/2008/11/big-changes-at-emergent-village.html. 

223 Attendees included Kelly Bean, Melvin Bray, Troy Bronsink, Randy Buist, Brittian Bullock, 
Julie Clawson, Makeesha Fisher, Dwight Friesen, Tim Hartman, Jon Irvine, Wendy Johnson, Steve Knight, 
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dozen others were recruited to continue the work of Emergent Village in the six areas of 

Arts, Cohorts, Communications, Events, Justice, and Resources.224  

The stated desire for this new structure was to “reclaim the Village’s founding 

purpose as an egalitarian social-networking organization,” and to “gift the power of 

Emergent back to the people at the grassroots of the conversation.”225 While this did 

occur, it also created the perception that Emergent Village was not decentralizing so 

much as disintegrating.226 The latter interpretation eventually proved to be the case. 

Despite the best efforts of the new Council, coordinating the scattered team efforts 

proved difficult, especially as volunteers were gradually pulled away by more pressing 

personal responsibilities. Between 2009-2012 EV managed to organize only one small 

gathering per year (Theological Conversations in 2009, 2010, and 2012, and a Glorieta 

Gathering in 2011), though this was due partly to the fact that more significant ECM 

gatherings were already being organized by outside groups.227 Interest in new cohorts 

                                                           
Brian McLaren, Amy Moffitt, Sarah Notton, David Ramos, Eliacin Rosario-Cruz, Laci Scott, Danielle 
Shroyer, Anthony Smith, Tim Snyder, Paul Soupiset, Mike Stavlund, Michael Toy, and Pam Wilhelms. 
Invited but unable to attend were Ray Aldred, Nadia Bolz-Weber, Tripp Fuller, Lilly Lewin, Damien 
O’Farrell, Liz Rios, Will Samson, Nanette Sawyer, Efrem Smith, Richard Twiss, and Randy Woodley.  

224 This new structure was outlined in an email from Tim Hartman to participants of the EVDC09 
Gathering (“EV working groups, including the Village Council,” July 22, 2009). See also, Mike Clawson 
“New Structure and Passion for Emergent Village,” Emerging Pensees (blog), September 11, 2009, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://emergingpensees. blogspot.com/2009/09/new-structure-and-passion-for-
emergent.html. Members of the new Emergent Village Council originally included Melvin Bray, Troy 
Bronsink, Julie Clawson, Dwight Friesen, Eliacin Rosario-Cruz, and Danielle Shroyer. Laura Fregin was 
added shortly thereafter. 

225 Brandon O’Brien, “Emergent’s Divergence,” Christianity Today, January 2009, 13. 

226 Ibid.  

227 Tony Jones and Doug Pagitt, for instance, formed an independent conference planning group 
(JoPa) in 2008 which hosted three Christianity21 conferences (2009, 2014, and 2015), an “Emergence 
Christianity” event celebrating the work of Phyllis Tickle in 2013, as well as several Church Planters 
Academies and Progressive Youth Ministry conferences (The JoPa Group, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://thejopagroup.com/). From 2011 on, the Wild Goose Festivals also served as the ECM’s large, annual, 
and national gathering. Other smaller ECM-related events included theology conferences at Claremont 
School of Theology in 2009 and 2010, ecumenical events on Emerging Christianity at Richard Rohr’s 
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gradually declined, books published by Emergent authors no longer bore any imprint 

clearly designating them as such, and activity on the Emergent Village Voices blog (and 

other popular Emergent-related blogs) also diminished, especially as social media sites 

like Facebook and Twitter began to replace the importance of blogging. By the end of 

2013, the remaining Council members determined there was not enough energy to sustain 

Emergent Village’s status as an official 501c3 organization and within a few months even 

the website had shut down out of neglect (though the Emergent Village Facebook group 

and the Village Voices blog, which had earlier switched platforms to the Patheos site, 

continued on under new curators).228 By 2014, Emergent Village was in fact dead. 

The ECM after Emergent Village: 2014 and Beyond 

The death of Emergent Village did not mean the death of the ECM as a broader 

movement however. Many of the faith communities influenced or begun through the 

movement continue to thrive. Other Emerging Christians found ways to practice their 

faith outside of formal church structures.229 New missional networks, publishing 

ventures, and ECM-related ministries also have continued to spring up. Some – the 

Homebrewed Christianity podcasts, publishing imprints like Convergent and Jericho 

Books, blog platforms like Patheos, and Peter Rollins’ Pyrotheology project – aimed at 

furthering the conversation around Emerging ideas and theology. Others – Spencer 

Center for Action and Contemplation in 2009 and 2010, the Big Tent Christianity events in 2010 and 2011, 
the Outlaw Preachers (Re)unions in 2010 and 2011, Peter Rollins’ Insurrection Tour in 2010 and 
Pyrotheology Tours in 2013 and 2014, the annual Transform Network conferences beginning in 2010, the 
Parish Collective’s Inhabit conferences also beginning in 2010, and the UNCO unconferences initiated by 
Carol and Brian Merritt and Ryan Kemp-Pappan in 2010 and continuing to the present. 

228 Emergent Village, “Emergent Village Community Update,” email to Friends of Emergent 
Village list, February 19, 2014.  

229 Bean, How to Be a Christian Without Going to Church. 
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Burke’s church planters training Hatchery in Los Angeles, Dwight Friesen and Tim 

Soeren’s Parish Collective and Inhabit conferences in Seattle, and the UNCO 

unconferences begun by Carol and Brian Howard Merritt and Ryan Kemp-Pappan – have 

been focused primarily on inspiring innovative and missional approaches to church 

ministry. Events like the Outlaw Preachers (Re)Unions, Gareth Higgins’ Movies & 

Meaning Festivals, and the annual Wild Goose Festival have served as points of 

connection and encouragement for like-minded people in the wider movement. 

Organizations like Troy Bronsink’s Hive Center for Contemplation, Art, and Action in 

Cincinnati, and Richard Rohr’s Living School for Action and Contemplation in 

Albuquerque seek to equip individuals with tools for both contemplative spirituality and 

social action. And efforts like the Convergence movement, Alexia Salvatierra and Peter 

Heltzel’s Faith-Rooted Organizing UnNetwork, The Middle Project led by Jacqui Lewis, 

Tony Campolo and Shane Claiborne’s Red Letter Christians ministry, and the TransForm 

Network founded by Steve Knight and Anthony Smith, worked to bring individuals and 

communities of faith together for action around issues of social justice and progressive 

spirituality. Though none of these groups typically bother to use labels like “Emerging” 

any longer, each spring from or are related to the ECM in essential ways, reflect many of 

its core characteristics, and thus represent tangible and institutional expressions of the 

ways in which the movement has continued to evolve.  

 
The Turn Toward Progressive Christianity   

These latter emphases on progressive faith and action for social justice have been 

particularly central to the ongoing life of the more theologically open streams of the ECM 

since the demise of Emergent Village. Often this emphasis on social action is combined 
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with training in the resources of contemplative spirituality, which are seen as essential to 

sustainable activism. Already the ECM had deep roots in the areas of spiritual formation 

and contemplative spirituality. Dallas Willard, one of its earliest mentors, was best 

known for his pioneering work on in the spiritual formation movement among 

evangelicals. ECM authors would build on these influences with books highlighting 

ancient spiritual practices, usually for personal devotional use.230 The writings of 

Catholic contemplative activist Richard Rohr had also long been influential within the 

ECM, and, after an ecumenical conference on the Emerging Church at his Center for 

Action and Contemplation in 2009 which drew over 900 people, his influence in these 

areas became even more pronounced.231 The ECM did not just turn to progressive 

political activism in some merely secular sense. Instead they infused such progressive 

social activism with an understanding of the need for renewing practices of personal and 

corporate spirituality in order to maintain personal and communal health in the midst of 

social struggle, and to root such activism in a more transcendent and holistic vision, 

beyond mere political goals.  

The Transform Network has led the way in these areas. Founded in 2009 by 

Emergent Village webmaster Steve Knight and Anthony Smith, an African-American 

Pentecostal pastor and co-leader of the long-running Charlotte Emergent Cohort in North 

Carolina, the original focus of Transform was on resourcing, encouraging, and catalyzing 

230 Tony Jones, The Sacred Way; Brian McLaren, Finding Our Way Again: The Return of the 
Ancient Practices (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008) and Naked Spirituality: A Life With God in 12 Simple 
Words (New York: HarperCollins, 2011); Karen Sloan, Flirting With Monasticism: Finding God on 
Ancient Paths (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006); Phyllis Tickle, The Divine Hours: A Manual 
for Prayer, 3 Vols. (New York: Doubleday, 2000-2001). 

231 Bill Bailey, “2009-3 Emerging Church Conference Summary,” Spirit of St. Stephens, accessed 
February 10, 2017, http://www.spiritofststephens.org/resources/prayers-and-theme-readings/644-emerging-
church-summary-of-richard-rohrs-2009-3-conference-in-albuquerque-by-bill-bailey. 
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the formation of progressive missional Christian communities, with the term 

“progressive” deliberately distinguishing it from more theologically and politically 

conservative networks like Ecclesia or Acts 29. By 2013 however, Transform had 

reoriented around “organizing and mobilizing people of faith for social transformation” 

and expanded its emphases beyond missional community formation to include 

contemplative spirituality and collective action for social justice, especially in the areas 

of anti-oppression training and faith-rooted organizing.232 Over the next several years 

Transform would promote anti-oppression work for those in the ECM through their 

annual national gatherings, regular “Open Conversations” hosted through an online video 

chat platform, and through the Emergent Village blog which members of the Transform 

board, including Steve Knight, Teresa Pasquale Mateus, and Holly Roach, helped to 

curate.233  

Touting this shift toward contemplative activism as “new wave emergence,” 

Holly Roach explained that: 

New-wave emergent folks have deconstructed church and are now left wanting to 
create alternatives, to be the church they wish to see in the world, to embody the 
answers to our struggles in real and lived out ways. New waves are influenced by 
voices from the margins... New-wave emergents are LGBTQ-inclusive and 
engaged in dismantling prejudices in their own persons. New-wave emergents 
have moved beyond critiquing the hegemony of white cisgendered persistently at 

                                                           
232 “About,” Transform Network, accessed February 10, 2017, http://transformnetwork.org/about/. 

Leaders in Transform have themselves been mentored and trained by Alexia Salvatierra, founder of the 
Faith-Rooted Organizing UnNetwork, and within Richard Rohr’s Living School for Action and 
Contemplation. 

233 Holly Roach, “Emergent Need to Embrace Anti-Oppression with Inclusivity and Humility,” 
Emergent Village Voices (blog), September 6, 2012, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com 
/blogs/emergentvillage/2012/09/emergents-need-to-embrace-anti-oppression-with-inclusivity-and-
humility/; Holly Roach, “Race, Class & Power @ Transform,” Holly Roach (blog), March 6, 2014, 
accessed February 10, 2017, http://hollyroach.com/got-privilege-transform/. Holly Roach and Teresa 
Pasquale Mateus, “The Conversation Lives – Welcome to Emerging Voices,” Emerging Voices (blog), 
September 1, 2014, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/emergentvillage/2014/09 
/the-conversation-lives-welcome-to-emerging-voices/.  
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the center of conversations to creating spaces where the center is filled with 
voices from the margins. Thus new-wave emergents are passionate about justice 
and see dialogue, action, and reflection as integral pieces of a holistic effort.234 

Though Roach’s vision is still as much aspirational as actualized, it nevertheless reflects a 

common shift toward proactive ecclesial and theological reconstruction and more 

explicitly progressive social views among many ECM participants in recent years.  

Another major example of this shift was the launch of the Convergence 

“movement” in 2014. This movement was envisioned as “bringing together forward-

thinking Catholics, Evangelicals, and Mainline Protestants, along with Ethnic and Peace 

Churches and other willing colleagues” to address global crises of ecological collapse, 

militarism, wealth inequalities, unaccountable elites, and regressive religious institutions 

by sparking “a historic, grass-roots, bottom-to-top convergence of people of faith, coming 

together in a vital spiritual and social movement.”235 It was inspired by the Mesa 

gathering in 2013 in Pattaya, Thailand which aimed to create a global conversation 

among Emerging Christian leaders. Representatives left empowered to create sub-

networks of Mesa back home, which the United States participants did by launching the 

CANA Initiative, soon renamed ConvergenceUS. The first group of “Initiators” included 

over one hundred prominent leaders in the ECM, especially those from progressive 

evangelical, post-evangelical, and “hyphenated” mainline streams.236 Originally 

spearheaded by Doug Pagitt, Brian McLaren, and African American Episcopal priest 

234 Holly Roach, “A Conversation on New Wave Emergence,” Emerging Voices (blog), February 
1, 2015, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/emergentvillage/2015/02/a-
conversation-on-new-wave-emergence/. 

235 “About,” Convergence, accessed February 10, 2017, http://convergenceus.org/movement/. 

236 “CANA Initiators,” CANA Initiative, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.canainitiative.org/initiators.html. 
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Stephanie Spellers, leadership was soon handed off to a Board of Directors and Team of 

Coordinators that was even more diverse in race, gender, and ecclesial background.237 

Over the next several years Convergence, under the direction of CEO and President 

Cameron Trimble, launched eight initiatives: The Open Network to connect and mobilize 

progressive evangelicals; The Form Network to connect and mobilize progressive 

mainline Christians; The School of Convergence Leadership to offer congregational 

leadership development; Reimagining Theological Education to develop new, 

sustainable, and affordable models for clergy training; Common Table, a faith-based 

collaboration among college students; the Convergence Music Project to develop 

liturgical resources for progressive faith communities; the Church Planting Cooperative 

Project; and Action & Advocacy efforts (currently focused on the We Stand With Love 

project).238 The goal in all of these efforts is to activate, organize, and equip people of 

faith on behalf of progressive theological and social convictions. 

From its origins, this Convergence movement was conceived as a kind of 

successor to Emergent Village for those ready to engage in proactive public action in a 

more intentional and organized way.239 In its willingness to take more definitive positions 

on various theological and political issues – LGBTQ+ inclusion, racial justice, interfaith 

cooperation, and the like – Convergence went beyond the kind of open and non-

                                                           
237 As of early 2017 the Convergence Board consisted of Alice Hunt, Brian McLaren, Cameron 

Trimble, Diana Butler Bass, Glennon Melton, Jacqui Lewis, Jo Hudson, John Dohauer, Mel Toomey, 
Ruben Duran, Steven Sterner, and Yvette Flunder. Cameron Trimble was also the CEO and President of the 
organization. 

238 “Initiatives,” Convergence, accessed February 10, 2017, http://convergenceus.org/initiatives/. 

239 “The Need,” CANA Initiative, accessed February 10, 2017, http://www.canainitiative.org/the-
need.html; Tony Jones, “In Search of the Elusive ‘Progressive Evangelical’,” Theoblogy (blog), October 
23, 2015, http://tonyj.net/blog/2015/10/23/progressive-evangelical/. 
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committal conversation encouraged by Emergent Village. Just as the Missio Alliance 

represented a solidifying of theological opinions for moderate to conservative 

evangelicals within the ECM, so the Convergence movement represents a certain settled 

consensus among the more theologically progressive streams of the ECM. This 

progressive consensus enabled them to then reach out beyond the ECM to other like-

minded progressive Christians for their desired “convergence.” Indeed, absent the advent 

of better terminology, “Progressive Christianity” seems to have become the new 

preferred label among those from these streams of the ECM. 

Is There Still an Emerging Church Movement? 

In one sense, the Emerging Church Movement, as such, no longer exists. There 

are no longer any groups, and few individuals or churches, who explicitly describe 

themselves as “Emerging.” The term, being too highly contested and carrying too much 

prior baggage, has simply fallen out of use. At the same time, those who previously 

claimed the term have since fractured into various sub-groups. As with many reform 

movements, once the initial unity and conversation around a perceived need for change 

faded, participants in the ECM found that they differed sharply on both their diagnoses of 

the problem and their proposed solutions. There is no longer any cohesive community of 

discourse for the movement – no overarching common goals, no uncontested lexis, and 

no shared platforms for communication. The different streams of the former movement 

now largely frequent different conferences and events, read different books, blogs, and 

social media feeds, and have different ends toward which they are collaborating. The 

various spheres of the former Emerging discourse community have mostly (though not 

entirely) stopped talking with one another.  
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In another sense, however, the ECM continues on in each of these various 

streams, just under different names and through different networks. Whether among 

Ecclesia, Missio Alliance, Convergence, TransForm, or the many other related groups, 

most of the original topics of discourse that characterize the ECM are still active and part 

of the conversations defining those communities. And even while no umbrella term or 

identity exists to join these groups together, and substantive discourse between them is 

mostly lacking, there is no real animosity or active antagonism among most former 

Emerging compatriots. Bonds of ongoing friendship and mutual respect are still held in 

common, and interactions on social media or in person are typically collegial and warm, 

even when theological disagreements have moved them in differing institutional 

directions. Because of this, borders between the various successor groups are still very 

porous, and overlap – at conferences, in conversations, through mutual collaborations – 

still sometimes occurs.  In other words, the Emerging conversation continues, it has 

simply splintered now into multiple, but mutually respectful, communities of discourse 

instead of just one.  

Indeed, each of these new communities of discourse still continue to exhibit the 

ECM’s central concern to explore new ways forward for the church in a postmodern 

world, and each continue to extend various aspects of that exploration.  Beyond these 

broader networks, hundreds or perhaps thousands of local Emerging congregations (and 

others that were shaped in various ways by the movement) continue to exist, and new 

faith communities embodying ECM ideals (even without that term) continue to be 

formed, both within evangelical missional and progressive Christian streams.  Thus, 

perhaps ironically, even as fewer and fewer care to self-identify as “Emerging” or 
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“Emergent,” the movements around what those terms described continue to be more 

prolific than ever. What is more, many of its ideals – innovative liturgical expressions, 

reclamation of ancient spiritual practices, new forms of church community, missional 

theology and practice, and emphases on social justice, for instance – have now become 

widely accepted and implemented even within established churches and denominations, 

both evangelical and progressive. It can thus be argued that the disappearance of the 

Emerging Church as a distinct and relatively unified movement is also due in large part to 

its success in achieving its goals of transforming existing churches while also inspiring 

ongoing conversations for further transformation. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Conclusions: The Significance and Impact of the ECM 
 
 

Regardless of whether the Emerging Church Movement continues to exist as 

such, or whether it fragments (or has already fragmented) into a number of successor 

movements, it has already carved out an important space within the history of American 

religion, both through its impact on existing forms of evangelical and mainline 

Protestantism, but also as an early example of what religion in a postmodern era may 

increasingly come to look like. If Phyllis Tickle was correct that the ECM itself is but one 

instance of a much broader trend of “Emergence Christianity,” then it will be wise to look 

to the ECM not only as the postmodern “Reformation” itself (as some of its more 

enthusiastic supporters had claimed), but also as a portentous forerunner and early 

catalyst of what is likely still to come. By examining the ECM as an experiment into the 

shape of Christianity in a postmodern era, it is possible to identify similar patterns in 

other religious movements, both past and present, likewise unfolding within the context 

of our changing society, and gain insight into what one might expect to see among 

ongoing religious experiments in the future. 

 
The Emerging Church in a Changing World 

 
How should the emergence of the ECM be understood in relation to the recent 

“postmodern” changes in society, and what is its significance within the wider landscape 

of American religion at the turn of the millennium? This landscape is, of course, varied 

and complex, but the most dramatic trend to impact religious life over the last several 
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decades is the overwhelming reality of rapid social change within nearly every sphere of 

life. Whether these changes reflect radical discontinuity with the past (as those who 

prefer the term “postmodern” would argue), or simply the intensification of earlier tends 

(maintained by those who prefer “late-modernity”), it is undeniable that our civilization 

has experienced massive and unprecedented transformations over the past half-century 

and more.1 The intellectual shift from Enlightenment rationalism to postmodern holism 

described in Chapter Two is only the least of these changes. In the political sphere, we 

see a fierce struggle between Western neo-colonialism versus emerging postcolonial and 

liberationist movements, now complicated by religious extremism in the Middle East and 

a rising nativist and nationalist backlash in the West. In the economic sphere, we see 

widening gaps between the very rich and very poor that, as Thomas Piketty has argued, 

threaten to undermine our entire global capitalist system.2 In technology, we have moved 

from an agricultural/industrial society to the hyper-connected digital age, with a pace of 

innovation accelerating so rapidly that we now all live in a state of permanent “future-

shock.”3 The related rise of mass-media since the middle of the past century has made 

commercial advertising ubiquitous within culture, accelerating trends towards hyper-

consumerism (i.e. the generation of desire for unnecessary consumer goods as part of 

1 As noted in the first chapter, scholars disagree whether contemporary society is best 
characterized as postmodern or late-modern, and this debate is ultimately beyond the scope of this study. 
Rather than debating social theory, my purpose here is to highlight the points of connection between ECM 
practice and contemporary socio-cultural trends, which they themselves interpreted as “postmodern.” Thus, 
in keeping with this usage within the ECM, I will likewise refer to these recent changes as postmodern. 

2 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2014). 

3 Alvin Toffler, Future Shock (New York: Random House, 1970). 



389 
 

individual identity formation).4 In the socio-cultural sphere, institutional establishments 

and social hierarchies are increasingly suspect. Both the Sexual Revolution and the 

Women’s Movement, for instance, have disrupted patriarchal norms of self-identity and 

family relations that have been in place not for centuries, but for millennia. And in 

religion, the final shift to a post-Christendom society in the West has removed the 

“sacred canopy,” creating a pluralistic reality that forces people to rethink their own 

personal religious identities and leading to what religion scholars Paul Heelas and Linda 

Woodhead have termed the “subjective turn” in contemporary religion.5  

Within this historical context, the ECM can be interpreted as a particular strategy 

employed by religiously committed individuals and their religious communities to cope 

with and respond to these dramatic changes while still remaining tethered to their 

previous religious identities. Indeed, this is how most Emerging Christians have framed 

the movement themselves – as an imperative for ecclesial change based on a recognition 

of the deep historical and cultural shifts occurring around them. I am suggesting that 

more than a rhetorical device, this framing represents the very real dilemma faced by 

religious people in our rapidly changing word – how to maintain a connection to religious 

traditions that are deeply meaningful to them, constitutive of their own core self-

identities, while avoiding the cognitive and existential dissonance created by religious 

beliefs, practices, and structures that no longer fit within contemporary society. This 

                                                           
4 Benjamin Barber, Consumed: How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantilize Adults, and Swallow 

Citizens Whole (New York: W.W. Norton, 2007); Yiannis Gabriel and Tim Lang, The Unmanageable 
Consumer (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2015). 

5 Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday, 1967), and The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1979); Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution: Why 
Religion is Giving Way to Spirituality (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005). 
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problem is not exclusive to Emerging Christians but is faced by all forms of religion in 

the postmodern era. As Heelas and Woodhead have argued, the subjective turn in 

contemporary religion has created a situation in which individuals are encouraged (some 

would say forced) by the social and cultural structures in which they are enmeshed to 

individuate their religious identities, to emphasize inner sources of significance and 

authority, and to seek religious communities that will nurture this sense of personal 

autonomy and subjective experience of spirituality. Their thesis is that religious 

communities that do so will thrive (so, for example, the explosive growth of charismatic 

forms of Christianity that emphasize intense personal experiences of the divine within a 

communal setting), while those that do not (groups that emphasize individual conformity 

to an external authority) will decline.6 

Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel have also argued that the ECM is one example 

of the former type, a religious group that is attempting to create communities that nurture 

both individual autonomy and communal identity.7 They also clarify, however, that the 

process of individuation is not the same as individualism. Emerging Christians were not 

interested in merely abandoning their previous religious identities for an egoistic 

individualist version of spirituality, their own personal “Sheilaism.”8 Rather they sought 

6 Heelas and Woodhead, Spiritual Revolution, 6-7. Regarding the way structures in modern society 
compel this kind of individuation and subjectivization of religion, see Ulrich Beck, A God of One’s Own: 
Religion’s Capacity for Peace and Potential for Violence (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2010). On the 
subjectivist spirituality of charismatic Christianity see T. M. Luhrmann, When God Talks Back: 
Understanding the American Evangelical Relationship with God (New York: Random House, 2012). 

7 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 164-66. Josh Packard has also noticed this same 
dialectic between individuality and community within the ECM, describing it as a gyroscope that propels 
the movement forward (Josh Packard, The Emerging Church: Religion at the Margins (Boulder, CO: 
FirstForumPress, 2012), 160-63). 

8 “Sheilaism” is a term coined by Robert Bellah and his colleagues to describe a form of 
individualized, self-legitimated religiosity (Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann 
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to create communal religious structures that could nurture both the demands of individual 

identity formation within a pluralist and subjectivist society, but also spiritually formative 

relationships based on mutual concern and shared practices, and which were still rooted 

in various ways to the faith traditions from which they were emerging.9  

This conclusion is also borne out in my research. As I have described, the ECM’s 

encounter with postmodern thought, and with the realities of cultural and ecclesiastical 

pluralism, encouraged a posture of epistemic humility – one in which conformity to the 

absolutist pronouncements of evangelical authorities no longer seemed viable, creating a 

need to individuate their faith from such authorities. At the same time, their path of 

individuation was not toward spiritual individualism but rather toward open and pluralist 

communities. Through the influence of Willard, the neo-Anabaptists, and missional 

ecclesiology, they articulated an alternative that emphasized innovative and “permanently 

unsettled” experiments in holistic communal formation for missional service to the world. 

By decentering orthodoxy, and instead emphasizing orthopraxy and orthopathy – framed 

within a context of creative fluidity, holding forms and theological commitments loosely 

– they were able to create space for difference and religious individuation, and yet also to 

support this search for personal religious identity through shared communal practices and 

missional purposes. By exploring the ECM in its historical evolution out of earlier 

modern and postmodern forms of evangelicalism, we are thus able to better understand its 

                                                           
Swidler, and Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985)). 

9 Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 166, 181. As an interesting correlation with this thesis, 
note that the name of one of the earliest and most successful Emergent cohorts (located in Chicago) was 
up/rooted, by which the organizers intended to communicate exactly this desire to remain grounded in prior 
religious identities while recognizing that they had already been, in some sense, uprooted from them. 
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place in the larger historical context of rapid pluralization and subjectivization within 

postmodernizing society. It offers a fresh example of how Christianity continues to 

evolve in light of these historical shifts, and how particular Christians and Christian 

communities navigate these larger social realities.  

The Emerging Church as a Postmodern Movement 

The progenitors of the Emerging Church Movement were motivated by their 

growing awareness of the cultural and intellectual shifts associated with postmodernity to 

reimagine approaches to the Christian faith that would be better adapted to these newly 

perceived realities. In this they manifestly succeeded. The postmodern character of the 

ECM can be seen, for instance, in their defining interplay between theological innovation 

and practical experimentation, not just in one or two areas of religious life, but across the 

aboard. This dynamic was an expression of their commitment to embodied holism over 

dichotomized approaches based either on rationalism or experientialism. Earlier reform 

movements –following modernity’s bifurcation between mind and body, reason and 

experience, orthodoxy and orthopraxy – typically focused on one or the other; seen, for 

instance, in the evangelical willingness to embrace methodological and liturgical 

innovations while holding firm on doctrine, and the tendency among mainline Protestants 

to do just the reverse. For Emerging Christians, on the other hand, the holistic nature of 

human existence meant that theology and practices should never be separated. Changes to 

one would necessarily require alterations in the other.  

Their pastiche approach to worship, devotion, spiritual formation, and theology, 

freely appropriating elements from multiple traditions within Christianity (and beyond) 

and reshaping them for their local, contextual needs offers another example of the 
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distinctly postmodern character of the ECM. The pastiche approach reflected both a self-

conscious embrace of the pluralism that characterizes postmodern societies but also a 

countervailing emphasis on local particularity. This open, pluralist orientation is nearly 

unique within church history – rarely in the past can we observe such willingness to reach 

beyond lines of difference so freely or so widely. The ECM goes further than earlier 

attempts at Christian ecumenism insofar as the aim of Emerging Christians was not 

simply dialogue, or even institutional cooperation, but instead to allow the insights and 

practices of religious others to dramatically influence and reshape their own expressions 

of faith while still maintaining a sense of localized communal identity. Indeed, for many 

Emerging congregations, their local communal identity is defined precisely by this 

pluralistic embrace of the other.10 

Likewise, this emphasis on community – spiritual formation within community, 

the church as a contrast community within society, this community (not just individuals) 

as an agent of God’s mission in the world, and the location of religious authority in 

communal conversation (rather than in a text or an ecclesial hierarchy) – resonated 

deeply with postmodern philosophical insights regarding our inextricable embeddedness 

within communal identities, traditions, and interpretive frameworks. This emphasis on 

community was also seen as a remedy for the disconnection and fragmentation 

perpetuated by modern society. However, the ECM’s elevation of community was 

counterbalanced by their additional emphasis on epistemic humility, deconstruction, and 

protest, born from personal experiences of discontent and dissent from their previous, 

10 Marti and Ganiel have thus characterized Emerging churches as “pluralist congregations” 
related to Ulrich Beck’s theory of religious cosmopolitanism (Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 34-
56, 188-90). 
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more absolutist faith traditions. In addition to formational communities, they also 

recognized a need to also preserve space for disagreement and difference. As Marti and 

Ganiel explain, Emerging Christians strive to create individualized religious identities but 

do so specifically by joining in supportive pluralistic religious communities that help 

nurture individuality and difference while still connecting around core values, concerns, 

and practices.11 As I have attempted to describe, Emerging churches, and the movement 

as a whole, worked toward this balance between communal identity and individual 

autonomy by holding both beliefs and structures loosely, continually resisting definitive 

statements of faith or the institutionalization of their ecclesial structures.  

The Emerging Church as a Deconstructive Movement 

 This resistant and deconstructive temperament of the ECM was one factor in the 

movement’s eventual fragmentation. Their insistence on remaining a diverse community 

of discourse oriented around shared questions more than common answers, made it 

exceptionally difficult to maintain a sense of cohesion as it increasingly came under fire 

from evangelical gatekeepers and as identification with it became more and more costly. 

Local Emerging congregations and individual Emerging authors could choose to define 

their beliefs more specifically (as, for instance, Brian McLaren did in A New Kind of 

Christianity), but these answers were hard to apply to such a diverse movement on a 

broader scale. Emerging Christians, born from a critique of epistemic absolutism and 

religious exclusivism among late-twentieth century evangelicals, were wary of any 

attempts to settle into new absolutisms or defined identities. Some even suggested that 

11 Ibid., 39-45, 190-92. 
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the process of theological and institutional deconstruction ought to be ongoing, that 

Emerging Christianity should be “constantly and perpetually infected by deconstruction” 

so as to avoid creating new conceptual idols.12 In their view, the ECM the should always 

remain open-ended and unfinished. 

Others, however, would question whether constant deconstruction was 

psychologically or institutionally sustainable.13 As sociologist Josh Packard would point 

out, “trying to live permanently unsettled lives requires a tremendous amount of work,” 

both congregationally and individually, leading Packard to leave as an open question 

whether the ECM’s deconstructive orientation and resistance to institutionalization was 

sustainable over the long-term.14 The ECM’s recent fragmentation into more 

theologically defined camps and more structured institutions, both evangelical and 

progressive, seems to suggest that it was not. Within local Emerging churches, the 

emphasis on continual innovation in worship practices and church ministries, resisting 

routinization and codification, required a great deal of creative energy to be expended on 

a nearly weekly basis – leading Packard to suggest that Emerging churches may be 

                                                           
12 Blake Huggins, “Misusing deconstruction: on belief and the emergent church,” (Ir)religiosity 

(blog), September 14, 2011, accessed January 31, 2017, http://web.archive.org/web/20121003234618 
/http://blakehuggins.com/2011/09/14/misusing-deconstruction-on-belief-and-the-emergent-church/; see 
also, Marti and Ganiel, Deconstructed Church, 163. Huggins’ argument is that the ECM has 
misappropriated the term “deconstruction” in a way wrongly frames it as merely a temporary phase that 
should eventually be followed by reconstruction. His assertion, however, is that the ECM ought instead to 
embrace the full Derridian understanding in which deconstruction serves as a continually necessary 
safeguard against conceptual idolatry. 

13 Tony Jones, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church 
Movement (Minneapolis: JoPa Group, 2011), 122. 

14 Packard, Emerging Church, 83-84. Packard’s reference to “unsettled lives” draws on Ann 
Swidler’s theory regarding cultural patterns of action. Unsettled lives “are those times when ideology is 
being actively created and multiple ideologies are competing against one another for dominance” (67). He 
suggests that Emerging Christians attempt to remain in this unsettled state indefinitely, hence “permanently 
unsettled lives.” 
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“primarily for people in a particular life-stage where they have ample resources (e.g., 

time) to devote to the kinds of activities necessary to sustain the movement.”15 On the 

level of the broader movement, the deep suspicion of religious institutions – even among 

those closely involved with the ECM’s most visible “institution,” Emergent Village – 

made it nearly impossible for the movement to create effectual and lasting structures. 

This resistance to overarching institutions, and especially to the kinds of fundraising 

necessary to create them, meant that the ECM constantly suffered from an acute inability 

to generate the financial resources necessary to further their aims. As Emergent Village’s 

experience creating a National Coordinator position illustrates, even extremely limited 

attempts to fund minor administrative structures were met with fierce resistance. Without 

such structures or funding, however, the movement was not able achieve many of the 

goals they desired: creating a more robust network of Emerging churches, providing 

mentoring and support for church leaders and church planters, facilitating regular local, 

regional, and national gatherings, or organizing for collective social action.16 Indeed, 

when such goals have been achieved – in the Wild Goose Festival or by networks like 

Ecclesia or Convergence for instance – they have largely occurred through the formation 

of organizations that ignored the resistance to institutionalization, and instead 

unabashedly articulated specific theological commitments, created defined structures, and 

raised funds to further their efforts. In short, the ECM’s phase as a primarily 

15 Packard, Emerging Church, 83. See also, Jones, Church Is Flat, 122; and Marti and Ganiel, 
Deconstructed Church, 171-72. Packard’s suggestion has been borne out in my own personal experiences 
within highly creative and organizationally fluid Emerging congregations, most of which included many 
younger childless individuals, as well as a large percentage of older empty-nesters, but few middle-aged 
families with children. 

16 Jones, Church Is Flat, 169. 



397 
 

deconstructive protest movement would prove short-lived. Only by moving beyond 

constant deconstruction to more reconstructive and institutionalizing efforts have 

elements of the movement been able to persist. 

Two points of clarification must be made on this point, however. First, it should 

be remembered that the ECM was never wholly deconstructive to begin with. From the 

beginning, it has also been marked by a desire to reimagine and experiment with new 

forms of faith – new practices, new structures, new theologies, and new forms of social 

engagement – that also reached back and borrowed from a wide range of existing 

Christian traditions. At no point did they ever just throw out all the babies with all the 

bathwater. Indeed, even a quick survey of books produced by the movement shows that 

nearly all of their written efforts were defined more for their positive suggestions for faith 

in the postmodern era than by criticism of past forms. Likewise, as was described in 

previous chapters, almost as soon as the Young Leaders and others had begun to critique 

“modern” forms of church, they were also experimenting with new, on-the-ground 

alternatives. Doug Pagitt, for instance, explains that when they began Solomon’s Porch in 

January 2000, they “never set out to be anti- anything. Instead we long to bring the best 

of what we have experienced with us and use it to help move us toward a new way of 

life.”17 Thus, in some ways, more recent efforts to move beyond deconstruction may be 

understood simply as the continuation of the ECM’s early constructive efforts now that 

they have already expressed most of what they felt needed to be protested in earlier 

forms.18  

                                                           
17 Doug Pagitt, Church Re-imagined: The Spiritual Formation of People in Communities of Faith 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 45. 

18 This attitude of “been there, already said that; let’s move on” may present a challenge, however, 
for the ongoing recruitment of younger or still-emerging evangelicals, who may still need to pass through 



398 

Second, this move to more constructive efforts should not be taken to mean that 

there is now no longer any space within ongoing Emerging expressions for critique, 

deconstruction, or plurality of opinions. No one in the ECM believes that it has now fully 

emerged and no longer needs to maintain such open space. Orientations toward epistemic 

humility and plurality remain central to the movement in many ways. Institutions, where 

they do exist, remain relatively fluid by comparison to most religious organizations, and, 

for both the evangelical and progressive wings of the current movement, there are still 

wide areas of both theology and politics that remain largely open to diverse opinions 

under a banner of relational unity. This is truer for the more progressive expressions of 

the movement, of course, though even evangelical groups like Missio Alliance encourage 

very broad definitions of evangelical theology, deliberately casting themselves in contrast 

to more theologically narrow groups like The Gospel Coalition. And it must be 

acknowledged that progressive groups like Convergence or the Wild Goose are not 

wholly without boundaries either. Most have taken clear stances in favor of LGBTQ+ 

inclusion for instance (and other similar issues), and typically exclude those who believe 

differently from positions of influence in their organizations. Thus, what we observe 

about the recent history of the ECM is growing unity among a variety of successor 

groups who largely maintain the original openness to difference and deconstruction, 

keeping their boundaries blurry, while also realizing a need to define more specific core 

commitments to encourage a sense of cohesiveness and enable constructive action. 

their own deconstructive phase before they are ready to embrace the more fully “emerged” perspectives of 
those who have been in movement longer. This need to provide an “on-ramp” for newcomers is a question 
with which the ECM has long wrestled and it continues to require attention. 
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The ECM as Religion in the Digital Age 

Despite these more recent developments, the ECM during its heyday was largely 

decentralized and disorganized, characterized by continual conversation around shared 

concerns that rarely reached any settled agreements. This was not only a result of its 

concern to avoid the absolutism and exclusivism that characterized the kinds of 

evangelicalism from which they were emerging. This fluidity and lack of consensus was 

also shaped by the movement’s primary medium of discourse – online networks, 

websites, and personal blogs. Indeed, it is significant to note that both the internet and the 

ECM took shape and grew to prominence simultaneously. The ECM is one of the very 

first examples of religion shaped by the digital age: an open-sourced, scale-free, hyper-

connected, non-hierarchical, and disorganized network characterized by constant 

conversation around shared interests. The history of the ECM that has been described 

suggests some of the benefits and pitfalls of this so-called “Wikichurch.” On the one 

hand, it must be recognized that the internet allowed geographically distant people to 

communicate and collaborate with one another to a degree that would have never been 

possible in prior decades, making the movement possible in the first place. It also made it 

possible for the ECM to enact their ideals of relationality, conversation, and decentralized 

communal authority, again, in ways never possible before. And yet the hyper-connected, 

egalitarian, and 24-7 nature of the ECM blogosphere also created a fast-paced, hyper-

reactive environment where relatively trivial disagreements among a small handful of 

bloggers seemed to take on explosive import through the constant flurry of comments, 

posts, and counter-posts, all unfolding rapidly in real time. The increasingly caustic tone 

of such exchanges (so-called “flame wars”) was likely exacerbated by what Tony Jones 
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identified as an early “naïveté about the nature human relationships,” related to their 

downplaying of traditional doctrines regarding original sin.19 Instead, Emerging 

Christians held a generally optimistic view of human relationships and naïvely embraced 

the benefits of internet communication and social media without a corresponding 

awareness of their potentially destructive effects among individuals driven by impulses 

other than purely constructive discourse.20 The ECM thus stumbled headlong into the 

negative side-effects of constant but disembodied online connectedness where 

“community” is reduced to the mere exchange of ideas rather than face-to-face, flesh-

and-blood interactions among genuine friends. These dynamics pushed ECM participants 

toward increasingly defensive postures in their online discourse, with the effect that more 

collective attention was directed toward online debates over the movement itself than 

toward celebrating the embodied experiences of actual Emerging congregations.  

This difficulty in relating the hyper-reactive online reality of the movement to its 

on-the-ground embodiment in local communities and personal friendships played a large 

role in the decision of many former participants to ultimately disassociate from the 

“Emerging” label. It seemed to many as if the movement had become nothing but 

contentious and never-ending online discourse over increasingly trivial matters. This 

perception was not actually the case. Local Emerging churches and cohorts continued to 

multiply, and far-flung online conversation partners continued to gather in person at 

19 Jones, Church Is Flat, 123. 

20 Given the utter novelty of the internet as a form of mass communication at the turn of the 
millennium, the ECM can perhaps be forgiven for this naïveté. No one was yet fully aware of the internet’s 
potentials or pitfalls. Even its “inventor,” Al Gore, once believed that it might be the savior of our 
democracy (Al Gore, The Assault on Reason (New York: Penguin, 2007), 260). Instead, with the rise of 
fake news and social media echo chambers, it increasingly seems to be its assassin.  
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numerous regional events. But the online conversation, not these local expressions, were 

the public face of the movement, and the primary point of entry for those coming to it for 

the first time and those lacking the resources to travel to events. As a result, it seemed 

increasingly undesirable to local faith communities, outside partners, and individual 

Christians to associate their tangible ministry efforts and personal or institutional 

identities with a movement that appeared to consist primarily of insular and never-ending 

online debate. 

 
The ECM in Relation to the Dones and Nones 

Understanding the ECM was a way of adapting to the pressures of a changing 

society, attempting to creating an individually meaningful faith while still remaining 

within religious community, also situates the ECM within recent broader trends in 

American religion, specifically the growing phenomenon of dechurched Christians 

(whom Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope have labeled the “Dones”) as well as the rapidly 

increasing numbers of religiously unaffiliated (the so-called “Nones”). The Dones, 

according to an in-depth qualitative study by Packard and Hope, are those who were once 

committed and active church-goers, but have since left institutional Christianity because 

they are “dissatisfied with the structure, social message, and politics of the institutional 

church, and have decided they and their spiritual lives are better off outside of organized 

religion.”21 In the course of their research they continually heard four recurring reasons 

for why people who had not given up on their faith nevertheless left the church: 

They wanted community… and got judgment. 
They wanted to affect the life of the church… and got bureaucracy. 

                                                           
21 Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope, Church Refugees: Sociologists reveal why people are DONE 

with church but not their faith (Loveland, CO: Group, 2015), 14. 
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They wanted conversation… and got doctrine. 
They wanted meaningful engagement with the world… and got moral 
prescription.22 

Each of these four complaints obviously tracks very closely with the motivations 

underlying the ECM and with the shape of the Emerging churches they have tried to 

create – churches that emphasize intimate, open, and non-judgmental community, fluid 

structures that resist institutionalization and bureaucracy, spiritual and theological 

conversation that avoids doctrinal absolutes, all centered around missional engagement in 

the world. It is likely then, that the phenomenon studied by Packard and Hope is an 

example of what happens when there are not Emerging faith communities of this sort 

available for these Dones to join, or when experiments in Emerging church have failed to 

actually achieve these desired goals. On the other hand, as these researchers also point 

out, when Dones leave the institutional church, they typically find or create new 

communities around them: “online communities, neighborhood-block groups, small 

groups still associated with churches, dinner clubs, Bible studies, and numerous other 

kinds of groups that met regularly and had an underlying spiritual component.”23 Dones 

thus may also be the ones primarily driving the formation of new experiments in 

Emerging Christian community, though sometimes so far off the map as not to be visible 

even to most others within the ECM.   

A related phenomenon is the sharp increase in the religiously unaffiliated, not the 

Dones, who retain their religious affiliation while removing themselves from religious 

22 Ibid., 28. 

23 Ibid., 132. ECM leader Kelly Bean explores these forms of “alternative Christian community” 
and many more created by the Dones in her book How to Be a Christian Without Going to Church: The 
Unofficial Guide to Alternative Forms of Christian Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014). 
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institutions, but the Nones, those who have ceased to affiliate with any religious identity 

whatsoever (if they ever did) – atheists, agnostics, the spiritual but not religious, and the 

simply uninterested. According to the most recent survey by the Pew Research Center, 

the Nones have increased from 16.1 percent of the population in 2007, to 22.8 percent 

just seven years later. The growth in this category in such a short period of time, along 

with a corresponding decline in every category of Christian affiliation during the same 

period, indicates that many of the Nones are former Christians who have disaffiliated 

from that identity for any number of reasons. It is likely that for at least some, those 

reasons are very similar to the issues mentioned above that drive both the Dones and the 

ECM. For these Nones, however, their discontent with current forms of Christianity 

eventually led them away from religion altogether.  

One wonders whether some Nones may have chosen to stay within the faith if 

they had encountered alternative Emerging forms of Christianity that were more open to 

their doubts or fluid enough to adapt to their critiques.24 Indeed, several Emerging 

churches and cohorts with which I am familiar have included self-identified atheists or 

agnostics as regular participants and even leaders. For other post-Christian Nones, the 

ECM has sometimes served as a half-way house between their former Christian identity 

and their eventual exodus out of religion altogether. The Cobb Gathering, for instance, 

led by Jeff Straka, was originally founded as a branch of the Atlanta Emergent Cohort, 

but now has become a monthly group for skeptics, agnostics, post-theists, and 

                                                           
24 As the former Christian contributor to a popular atheist blog, Hemant Mehta’s Friendly Atheist 

(http://www.patheos.com/blogs/friendlyatheist/), this was, in fact, a sentiment that I heard on several 
occasions. Upon learning about the ECM, atheist conversation partners would occasionally reply with 
something like “If I had known churches like that existed, I might not have become an atheist.” 
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progressive theists who meet for conversation and friendship.25 In 2013, Straka, along 

with several other post-theist participants in the ECM, also began a blog and Facebook 

group known as Skeptimergent, and contributed regularly to the main Emergent Village 

blog on Patheos, in hopes of generating a “robust dialogue between those in the 

“Emergent Movement” and those in the unbelieving community.”26 As the existence of 

groups like the Cobb Gathering and Skeptimergent illustrate, the responses to religious 

discontent explored within the ECM will not always be sufficient for all of its 

participants, and it is likely that other Emerging Christians will also eventually join the 

ranks of “skeptimergent” Nones. At the same time, if Emerging faith communities do 

become more common and more visible in the future, it is also likely that greater 

numbers of potential-Nones will find their way into these faith communities, where some 

will find a personally viable alternative for maintaining an ongoing religious identity. 

The ECM’s Impact on Evangelicalism 

The Emerging Church Movement in the United States is not just a generic form of 

postmodern Christianity however, emerging ex nihilo from the midst of social change. 

Instead, a central argument of this study has been that the ECM emerged specifically 

from late-twentieth century evangelicalism. As I have tried to demonstrate, its 

institutional and ideological roots were in earlier reform movements among evangelicals, 

25 Cobb Gathering: A Heretical Conversation Facebook Group, accessed February 1, 2017, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/CobbGathering. 

26 Skeptimergent (blog), accessed February 1, 2017, https://skeptimergent.wordpress.com/; 
SkeptiQuest Facebook group, accessed February 1, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/groups 
/339621209482944/; Kile Jones, “Skeptimergent,” Emerging Voices (blog), Patheos, February 4, 2013, 
accessed February 1, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/emergentvillage/2013/02/skeptimergent/. 
Additional founders of Skeptimergent included Kile Jones, Rob Davis, Victoria Hilleque, and Chris Hill. 
According to Straka, this conversation has since dwindled due to what he perceived as a lack of interest on 
the part of progressive Christians (Jeff Straka, Facebook message to author, February 1, 2017). 



405 

both in North American and overseas – in new paradigm megachurches, in the kingdom 

theology of evangelical thinkers like Dallas Willard and N. T. Wright, and in the 

politically progressive forms of evangelicalism that arose during the 1960s and 1970s. 

The one significant exception is the missional ecclesiology that formed the basis for the 

ECM’s theological discourses. This, as was seen, grew primarily out of missiological 

conversations among ecumenical theologians during the mid-twentieth century and was 

influenced by the postliberal neo-Anabaptist theology of Stanley Hauerwas and others. 

However, these theological influences should be seen as coming into the ECM “from the 

outside” so to speak – as mostly non-evangelical informants to dissatisfied evangelicals 

who were looking for ways beyond their native theological heritage. Indeed, early 

Emerging Christians were likely drawn toward these schools of thought in part because 

both were in fact reactions against the dominant liberal theologies of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries – missional ecclesiology against the churchless secular theology of 

Johannes Hoekendijk, and neo-Anabaptism against the individualism and Constantinian 

assumptions of classical liberalism. This character of protest against liberal theology, 

likely made postliberal approaches more palatable to Emerging evangelicals, and more 

relevant to their own critique of evangelical theology, which they believe rested on the 

same flawed foundationalist assumptions as classical liberalism. Thus, even 

theologically, the ECM should be understood as a movement from evangelical 

perspectives, toward something else. For these reasons, I believe the ECM is best 

understood as, at least initially, a protest against evangelicalism, and though it would very 

quickly include voices and borrow concepts from non-evangelical traditions in service of 

this protest, it should still be defined, first and foremost, as a post-evangelical movement.  
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As corollary to this assertion, I suggest that the impact of the ECM should be 

evaluated first and foremost by the degree to which it produced new directions within (or 

away from) evangelicalism, and only secondarily by its effects on other traditions to 

which their protests were not primarily directed. Many mainline Protestant observers (and 

conservative evangelical critics), for instance, have rightly pointed out that many of the 

ideas explored within the ECM’s theological discourses were simply covering ground 

already pioneered by mainline and liberation theologians decades before, and thus should 

not be seen as anything particularly innovative or noteworthy. However, besides ignoring 

the ECM’s parallel deconstruction of rigid institutional structures and stale spiritual 

practices, critiques that very much apply within a mainline context, this observation 

misses the original intent Emerging leaders, which was to reshape evangelicalism, in part 

by borrowing theological resources from the mainline. And I would argue in each of the 

areas we have examined – practices, ecclesiology, and social concerns – we can, in fact, 

see a significant impact on American evangelicalism as a result of the ECM’s influence 

over the past two decades. At the same time, but no less significantly, there has also been 

a major backlash and institutional retrenchment against the ECM that has also reshaped 

evangelicalism in important ways. The landscape of American evangelicalism in the 

second decade of the twenty-first century does not look the same as it did when the 

ECM’s protest first emerged, and that is due, at least in part, to their effects on it. 

New Approaches to Evangelical Ministry 

Looking first at the innovations in ministry practice pioneered by the ECM, we 

see that many of their proposals and experiments have since become accepted and even 

mainstream among North American evangelicals. By 2009, for instance, Andrew Jones 
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had identified “ten types of emerging church that will no longer upset your grandfather,” 

focusing primarily on innovative practices and new forms of community.27 These 

included: 

1. subculture-based communities: skate churches, surf churches, hip-hop 

churches, and churches for metalheads/goths/punks, among other examples 

2. churches aimed primarily at younger/postmodern generations 

3. new monastic orders and intentional communities 

4. house churches, simple churches, and organic churches28 

5. cyberchurch and virtual online communities  

6. alternative worship/fresh expressions/and newly-liturgical churches 

7. pub/coffee shop churches 

8. the contemplative prayer movement29 

9. churchless Christians 

10. social enterprises leading to missional communities 

                                                           
27 Andrew Jones, “10 types of emerging church that will no longer upset your grandfather,” 

tallskinnykiwi (blog), December 31, 2009, accessed February 10, 2017, http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com 
/tallskinnykiwi/2009/12/10-types-of-emerging-church-that-no-longer-upset-your-grandfather.html.  

28 A Barna report from the same year noted that 5 percent of the adult population in the United 
States were currently engaged in an independent house church, and that one-third of adults (over forty 
million) claimed to have participated in some kind of house church expression (often in connection with a 
larger congregation) within the last month (Barna, “How Many People Really Attend a House Church? 
Barna Study Finds It Depends on the Definition,” Barna, August 31, 2009, accessed January 31, 2017, 
https://www.barna.com/research/how-many-people-really-attend-a-house-church-barna-study-finds-it-
depends-on-the-definition/). 

29 In this category Jones also mentions the 24-7 Prayer movement, an “international, 
interdenominational movement of prayer, mission, and justice” started by English pastor Pete Greig in 
1999 which now has involved millions of participants at over twelve thousand locations worldwide (24-7 
Prayer, “What is 24-7 Prayer?,” 24-7 Prayer, accessed January 31, 2017, https://www.24-
7prayer.com/about. See also, Pete Grieg and Dave Roberts, Red Moon Rising: How 24-7 Prayer Is 
Awakening a Generation (Orlando, FL: Relevant, 2003)). 
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Jones’ list was based on his extensive global travels networking with numerous 

traditionally conservative organizations (including the Baptist General Convention of 

Texas) in support of many of these forms of church. He notes that in the past he did 

receive frequent criticism regarding each of these forms, but that, in recent years, 

“criticism has slowed down to a tiny trickle” and that of these forms, “many are promoted 

by even the most traditional denominations.”30 Jones is certainly correct in his 

observation. Of course, not all of these expressions are necessarily “Emerging churches” 

in the sense described in this study. Several of the examples listed by Jones, subcultural 

churches and generational churches for instance, reflect the kind of attractional, new 

paradigm approaches with which the ECM began but away from which it quickly 

evolved. The point, however, is that each of these forms was in fact inspired by various 

discourses within the Emerging Church Movement, and that each is now readily 

accepted, promoted, and sometimes even common within mainstream evangelical circles. 

The Evangelical Embrace of Missional-Kingdom Ecclesiology 

Likewise, as has already been described in Chapter Three, missional ecclesiology, 

in its various interpretations, is now ubiquitous and dominant within evangelicalism. 

Progressive evangelicals, neo-Anabaptists, the Neo-Reformed movement, and even new 

paradigm megachurches all maintain their desire to be “missional.” Even when some 

complain that the word has become faddish or watered-down, such complaints are still 

based on a desire to return to the original meaning of the term – the idea that the church 

exists for the sake of God’s larger mission in the world and that Western culture must 

30 Jones, “10 types of emerging church.” 
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now be treated as a mission field as well. One is hard-pressed to find any evangelical 

leaders or scholars who would disagree with these basic ecclesiological and missiological 

reorientations. This, I would argue, is almost entirely due to the role played by the ECM 

in popularizing and promoting this missional ecclesiology among evangelicals in the first 

decade of the twenty-first century. Not only were they among the first to bring missional 

ecclesiology into evangelical circles, the boundaries between the ECM and the wider 

missional church movement were always extremely porous, thus much of the attention 

given even to missional thinkers not identified with the ECM was due to the interest and 

energy around missional concepts first generated by Emerging leaders.  

In a similar manner, Emerging leaders were instrumental in highlighting and 

extending the significance of kingdom theology among evangelicals. While, as Russell 

Moore has related in his 2004 study The Kingdom of Christ: The New Evangelical 

Perspective, this theology was already gaining currency among evangelical scholars and 

leaders, the ECM helped thrust such views increasingly into the spotlight for more 

ordinary ministry practioners and lay-people.31 Like missional, talk of the “kingdom,” in 

the sense of God’s will and reign being extended in this world, not just through individual 

conversions but in all areas of society, is now increasingly common among evangelical 

churches.32 Emerging Christians were not solely responsible for this shift, but they did 

                                                           
31 Russell Moore, The Kingdom of Christ: The New Evangelical Perspective (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2004). 

32 Recall, for instance, the Leadership Journal study cited in Chapter Three which found that 
pastors who believed the kingdom of God was only a future reality was down from 58 percent in 1998 to 
only 37 percent in 2008, and that this same study also found that evangelical pastors were increasingly 
adopting more holistic understandings of the gospel and approaches to ministry, were focusing more on 
spiritual formation and discipleship as a way of life, and that they were preaching more from the gospels 
than from Paul’s epistles. If we ask what happened between 1998 and 2008 to cause this shift, one of the 
primary answers must surely be the increased attention to such ideas generated by the ECM (Helen Lee, 
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play an important role in generating attention, conversation, and even controversy around 

the topic, again being among the first to bring such concepts into the mainstream 

evangelical discourse. 

The Resurgence of Progressive Evangelicalism 

Finally, as has been described in Chapter Four, Emerging Christians were 

similarly instrumental in the resurgence of progressive social concerns among 

evangelicals during the first decade of the twenty-first century. As with missional and 

kingdom theology, they were not solely responsible for this resurgence, but as has been 

described, so many key figures have been instrumental in both the ECM and the 

progressive resurgence that it is hard to draw clear lines of demarcation between the two. 

Popular Emerging authors and speakers like Shane Claiborne, Rob Bell, and Rachel Held 

Evans, along with a host of others, have been (and continue to be) particularly 

instrumental in generating new excitement around social justice issues among younger 

evangelicals. And one of the key initiatives of Convergence over the past two years has 

been the creation of the OPEN Network for progressive evangelicals, and especially for 

LGBTQ+-affirming evangelical churches and leaders, of which there is a growing 

number of prominent examples.33 

The longevity and long-term significance of this recent surge of progressivism 

among evangelicals remains uncertain in the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election, 

“Missional Shift or Drift?,” Leadership Journal, Fall 2008, accessed January 22, 2017, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2008/fall/7.23.html). 

33 Jonathan Merritt, “A large Colorado congregation just became LGBT-inclusive. Here’s why it 
matters (COMMENTARY),” On Faith & Culture (blog), Religion News Service, January 26, 2017, 
accessed January 31, 2017, http://religionnews.com/2017/01/26/colorado-congregation-joins-growing-list-
of-lgbt-affirming-evangelical-churches/. 
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which, according to some analysts, was supported by 80 percent of evangelicals.34 Such 

huge support may indicate that the resurgence of progressive evangelicalism has stalled. 

Another possibility, however, is that as evangelicalism has become increasingly 

politicized, and as many of its vocal leaders spoke out specifically in support of Trump, 

many progressive Christians simply stopped self-identifying with the term evangelical. 

This interpretation is supported by additional data showing that the percentage of younger 

(and typically more progressive) evangelicals has also declined in recent years.35 If this is 

the case, the ECM may also have had some responsibility in these defections as well, 

insofar as they have taken the lead in charting a path beyond evangelicalism among 

younger generations, especially in pursuit of progressive social concerns.36  

 
The Neo-Reformed Backlash 

Renewed social and political conservatism among American evangelicals may 

also be a symptom of the backlash the ECM produced within evangelicalism. As 

conservative evangelical institutions closed ranks against the movement, and even 

moderate evangelical allies like Scot McKnight and Dave Fitch declared it out of bounds, 

the range of acceptable evangelical theological (and political) perspectives considerably 

                                                           
34 Pew Research Center, “How the faithful voted: A preliminary 2016 analysis,” Pew Research 

Center: Fact Tank, November 9, 2016, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/. 

35 Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Study: Evangelical Protestants,” Pew Research 
Center: Religion & Public Life, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-
study/religious-tradition/evangelical-protestant/. 

36 Sarah Raymond Cunningham, now a well-known author in both evangelical and ECM circles, 
referenced the appeal of “emergent” approaches for herself as a then twenty-something, and warned of this 
potential exodus of younger evangelicals from the church over (among other things) the church’s lack of 
attention to progressive social concerns in her debut book, Dear Church: Letters from a Disillusioned 
Generation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006).  
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narrowed. Many progressive Emerging Christians were pushed out of the camp, and most 

simply accepted their “post-evangelical” status without a fight. In their absence, the most 

dominant remaining voices in evangelicalism were often those associated with the Neo-

Reformed movement and The Gospel Coalition, known especially for their harsh 

critiques of all those deemed outside their narrow range of conservative Calvinist 

orthodoxy, with the Emerging Church among their favorite targets. The growing 

influence among evangelicals of the heresy-hunting mentality they represent can be seen 

especially in the recent firings of multiple professors from evangelical institutions over 

various theological disputes, as well as the recent decision by InterVarsity to 

involuntarily terminate any staff members who support same-sex marriage.37 Christianity 

Today magazine, long a bell weather for mainstream evangelical opinion, has also 

become more noticeably doctrinaire in recent years, especially since the retirement of 

long-time editor-in-chief David Neff and Mark Galli’s promotion to his position, a harsh 

critic of the ECM and admirer of the Neo-Reformed movement.38 Recent articles and 

37 Manya Brachear Pashman, “Wheaton College could face long-term fallout over professor 
controversy,” Chicago Tribune, February 22, 2016, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.chicagotribune 
.com/news/ct-wheaton-college-professor-fallout-met-20160222-story.html; Ruth Gledhill, “Professor at 
Christian college resigns after it insists on anti-evolution statement,” Christian Today, July 13, 2015, 
accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.christiantoday.com/article/professor.at.christian.college.resigns 
.after.it.insists.on.anti.evolution.statement/58901.htm; Celeste Kennel-Shank, “J. R. Daniel Kirk to leave 
Fuller seminary amid conflict,” Christian Century, September 29, 2015, accessed January 31, 2017, 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/2015-09/nt-professor-leave-amid-conflict-fuller-seminary; 
Jonathan Merritt, “InterVarsity's Move on Gay Marriage,” The Atlantic, October 7, 2016, accessed January 
31, 2017, http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/10/campus-ministry-a-culture-war-outpost 
/503426/; Libby A. Nelson, “A Campus in Turmoil,” Inside Higher Ed, January 22, 2013, accessed January 
31, 2017, https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/01/22/several-controversies-converge-ohio-baptist-
college; Sarah Pulliam, “Westminster Theological Suspension,” Christianity Today, April 1, 2008, 
accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/aprilweb-only/114-24.0.html; Bill 
Roberts, “Northwest Nazarene professor shares views on God, loses academic freedom,” Idaho Statesman, 
August 14, 2016, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.idahostatesman.com/news/local/education 
/article95597627.html. 

38 Aaron M. G. Zimmerman, “Exclusive Interview: Mark Galli of Christianity Today (pt. 2),” 
Mockingbird, November 26, 2009, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.mbird.com/2009/11/exclusive-
interview-mark-galli-of_26/. 
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editorials, including a whole cover story on defining heresy, seem to reflect this concern 

over heterodoxy in the evangelical camp, and regularly call for a return to what Galli has 

dubbed “beautiful orthodoxy.”39 

The degree to which this renewed conservatism has trickled down to the 

evangelical rank-and-file (now mostly purged of self-identifying Emerging Christians) is 

hard to determine, but their recent overwhelming support of Donald Trump may be an 

indication of its influence.40 Though the Neo-Reformed movement itself is not 

particularly political, emphasizing a renewal of conservative theology over conservative 

politics, they are especially known for their rigid social (they would say biblical) 

conservatism regarding gender roles, and for their vocal championing of a hyper-

masculine version of Christianity.41 As Calvin College historian Kristen Du Mez has 

recently argued, these emphases may have had dramatic political ramifications: 

                                                           
39 Mark Galli, “The New Battle for the Bible,” Christianity Today, October 2015, 31-33; Justin S. 

Holcomb, “The Truth About Heresy,” Christianity Today, October 2015, 38-46; “Our Favorite Heresies,” 
Christianity Today, November 2016, 19; Mark Galli, “The Grace of Church Discipline,” Christianity Today 
December 2016, 27-28; Mark Galli, “Beautiful Orthodoxy: What the world – and the church – needs now,” 
Christianity Today, October 2016, 34-39. 

40 In regards to the connection between the evangelical rejection of the ECM and the resurgence of 
right-wing politics, it is interesting to note that at the Family Research Council’s annual Values Voter 
Summit in 2013, a Christian Right event popular among Tea Party Republicans, a presenter named the 
“Emergent Church” as one of the “top three channels the adversary is using to bring America down,” 
alongside Communism and Islam (Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “Top Three Adversaries of Christian 
Conservatives: Communism, Islam ... and the Emergent Church?,” Christianity Today, August 27, 2013, 
accessed February 1, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2013/august/values-voter-summit-
emergent-church-america-adversary.html). 

41 James S. Bielo, “Act like men: social engagement and evangelical masculinity,” Journal of 
Contemporary Religion 29, no. 2 (May 2014): 233-48; John Piper, “‘The Frank and Manly Mr. Ryle’ — 
The Value of a Masculine Ministry,” Desiring God 2012 Pastors Conference, January 31, 2012, accessed 
January 31, 2017, http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-frank-and-manly-mr-ryle-the-value-of-a-
masculine-ministry; Brandon O’Brien, “A Jesus for Real Men,” Christianity Today, April 18, 2008, 
accessed February 1, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/april/27.48.html; Rachel Marie 
Stone, “John Piper and the Rise of Biblical Masculinity,” Christianity Today, February 9, 2012, accessed 
January 31, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2012/february/john-piper-and-rise-of-biblical-
masculinity.html. 
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White evangelical support for Trump can be seen as the culmination of a decades-
long embrace of militant masculinity, a masculinity that has enshrined patriarchal 
authority, condoned a callous display of power at home and abroad, and 
functioned as a linchpin in the political and social worldviews of conservative 
white evangelicals. In the end, many evangelicals did not vote for Trump despite 
their beliefs, but because of them.42 

Though Du Mez traces this militant masculinity back to the 1970s and especially 

the “family values” backlash to the Women’s Movement led by Christian psychologist 

James Dobson, it should be noted that the most recent resurgence of these attitudes 

among evangelicals is attributable most directly to the Neo-Reformed movement, and 

especially Mark Driscoll, who is well-known for his misogynistic rhetoric and promotion 

of a violent form of Christian masculinity.43 And here too, this new movement for 

militant masculinity seems to have been sparked, at least in part, by a backlash against 

the ECM. Already we have noted how Driscoll’s initial break with the Young Leaders 

was sparked by disagreements over gender roles in the church. From that point on, 

gender, masculinity, and violence would increasingly become a dominant theme in 

Driscoll’s preaching and writing, and he frequently framed his views specifically over 

and against those within the ECM. For instance, in a 2007 interview with Relevant 

magazine, Driscoll commented: 

Some emergent types [want] to recast Jesus as a limp-wrist hippie in a dress with 
a lot of product in His hair, who drank decaf and made pithy Zen statements about 
life while shopping for the perfect pair of shoes. In Revelation, Jesus is a pride-
fighter with a tattoo down His leg, a sword in His hand and the commitment to 

42 Kristin Du Mez, “Donald Trump and Militant Evangelical Masculinity,” Religion & Politics: 
Fit For Polite Company, January 17, 2017, accessed February 1, 2017, http://religionandpolitics.org/2017 
/01/17/donald-trump-and-militant-evangelical-masculinity/. 

43 Elizabeth Bruenig, “The Failure of Macho Christianity,” New Republic, February 24, 2015, 
accessed January 31, 2017, https://newrepublic.com/article/121138/mark-driscoll-and-macho-christianity; 
Stewart M. Hoover and Curtis D. Coats, Does God Make the Man?: Media, Religion, and the Crisis of 
Masculinity (New York: NYU Press, 2015), 159-61, Molly Worthen, “Who Would Jesus Smack Down?,” 
New York Times Magazine, January 6, 2009, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01 
/11/magazine/11punk-t.html. 
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make someone bleed. That is a guy I can worship. I cannot worship the hippie, 
diaper, halo Christ because I cannot worship a guy I can beat up.44 
 

Driscoll would go on to play prominent role in the Neo-Reformed movement, influencing 

it most strongly specifically in regards to his attitudes on these very topics. Thus, if 

evangelicalism, by way of a Driscoll-influenced Neo-Reformed movement, has 

experienced a recent and politically-significant backlash of militant masculinity framed in 

response to a perceived “feminization” of the faith, this perception is due at least in part 

to their caricature and rejection of the Emerging Church Movement. 

 
The ECM’s Impact on Mainline Protestantism 

 
Though it has been argued that the Emerging Church Movement was first and 

foremost a post-evangelical phenomenon, emerging directly out of evangelical roots as a 

response of protest and reform, as was described in previous chapters, the movement very 

soon came to include mainline Protestant voices as well. Even from the early days of the 

Young Leaders Network, clergy and theologians from those traditions were being drawn 

into conversation and leadership within the movement.45 Many more would soon join the 

conversation via online message boards and personal blogs, as conference speakers or 

attendees, cohort participants or leaders, or as planters of new, innovative churches 

within their mainline denominations. Lacking the negative context against which 

evangelical Emerging Christians were reacting, most of these leaders were nonetheless 

drawn to the ECM by its unique combination of theological discourse and innovative 

                                                           
44 Mark Driscoll, quoted in “Seven Big Questions: Seven leaders on where the church is heading,” 

Relevant, January/February 2007, 74-79. Cf. Mark Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformission Rev. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 22, 98-99. 

45 Jones, Church Is Flat, 45. 
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praxis that promised renewed relevance within a postmodern culture. Mainline Protestant 

denominations had already long been hemorrhaging members and losing influence within 

American society, and many leaders were eager (some might even say desperate) for 

fresh ideas that could help them stem the tide. The ECM, with their plethora of ecclesial 

experiments rooted in a postliberal missional ecclesiology amenable to mainline 

theological sensibilities, thus had much to offer. 

At the same time, as Diana Butler Bass has ably described, there were also many 

on-the-ground signs of renewed vitality among “practicing congregations” in mainline 

denominations that were delving deeper into their own traditions and historic spiritual 

practices for fresh resources.46 Butler Bass suggests that these practicing congregations 

fell under a broader rubric of “intentional congregations” within which she also included 

the evangelical ECM. Intentional congregations she described as churches that “possess a 

sense of dynamism, movement, fluidity, and flexibility in structure, leadership, shared 

ministry, and worship,” and yet were also “highly tuned to spiritual authenticity and 

communal coherence,” constructing “faith primarily as a way of life,” and emphasizing 

“creativity and community more than organization and program.” Furthermore, 

intentional congregations distanced themselves from surrounding consumeristic cultural 

values and embraced more “theological, sacramental, mythical, and mystical terms,” 

seeking to reconnect historic practices and Christian narratives to contemporary life.47 By 

explaining “practicing” and “emerging” churches as mainline and evangelical variations 

of the same larger “intentional” category, she created a framework in which practitioners 

46 Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church (Herndon, VA: 
Alban Institute, 2004). 

47 Ibid., 18-19. 
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in both camps could understand their commonalities and begin to converge, as, for 

instance, in the “hyphenateds” phenomenon described in the previous chapter. Indeed, 

her follow-up book, Christianity for the Rest of Us, Butler Bass simply began referring to 

the “emerging mainline” and she herself was soon added to the group of Emergent 

Village Coordinators.48  

Phyllis Tickle would later describe the mainline hyphenateds as several steps 

closer to the ECM than Butler Bass’ practicing congregations by virtue of their more 

radically deconstructive posture toward their own traditions and openness to greater 

levels of hybridity with other traditions.49 However, as previously noted, many of the 

ECM’s radically anti-institutional emphases did not always fit well with the institutional 

loyalty still maintained by hyphenateds. The inseparably intertwined nature of both 

theological and ecclesial innovation was a foundational principle of the ECM; thus, just 

as their missionally-oriented innovations had led Emerging Christians to challenge 

fundamental evangelical doctrines, so, in the minds of many, would missional 

ecclesiology need to likewise challenge entrenched institutional and liturgical rigidity 

among the mainline. And many hyphenated leaders and congregations did in fact 

challenge these structures – usually navigating a somewhat schizophrenic balance 

between denominational loyalty and creative flexibility that was at times embraced and 

celebrated by denominational overseers, and, at other times, resisted or strategically 

                                                           
48 Diana Butler Bass, Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church Is 

Transforming the Faith (New York: Harper Collins, 2006).  

49 Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2008), 142-43. 
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ignored.50 It is not yet clear, however, whether and in what ways such experiments 

among these “loyal radicals” will influence the broader life of mainline denominations, 

whether they will influence their efforts to innovate and revitalize, or whether they will 

remain as mere curiosities within more static larger communions.  

Possibilities for Progressive Convergence 

As was seen in the previous chapter, there has been increasing convergence as of 

late between post-evangelical streams of the ECM and progressive activists and leaders 

within mainline denominations.51 Though not always identical theologically or 

politically, there is sufficient convergence between the views and concerns of both 

communities that a great deal of collaboration has proven possible.52 However, it remains 

to be seen whether the widespread critique of denominationalism and the oftentimes 

fierce resistance to institutionalization among Emerging Christians will undermine 

organizational efforts like the Convergence movement as it did with Emergent Village.  

50 Timothy K. Snyder has offered a helpful analysis of how one formerly-American Baptist, now-
Evangelical Lutheran Emerging congregation in Minnesota has navigated this tension in “The Possibility of 
Conflict,” in Crossing Boundaries, Redefining Faith: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on the Emerging 
Church Movement, eds. Michael Clawson and April Stace (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2017), 120-36. 
Nadia Bolz-Weber has described her own Denver congregation’s attempt to both innovate liturgically while 
remaining faithful to their Lutheran tradition in “Innovating with Integrity: Exploring the Core and 
Innovative Edges of Postmodern Ministry,” in The Hyphenateds: How Emergence Christianity is Re-
Traditioning Mainline Practices, ed. Phil Snider (St. Louis, MO: Chalice, 2011), 1-11, and Stephanie 
Spellers has described similar efforts in relation to her Episcopal tradition in “Monocultural Church in a 
Hybrid World,” in Snider, The Hyphenateds, 12-25. 

51 This progressive convergence was most clearly described by Eric Elnes in “Characteristics of 
Convergence Christianity,” Darkwood Brew (blog), July 27, 2012, accessed February 4, 2017, 
http://darkwoodbrew.org/characteristics-of-convergence-christianity/.  

52 It is beyond the scope of this study to answer the question of whether progressive streams of the 
ECM have now simply become “liberal” Christians, as many of their evangelical critics (and some of their 
mainline allies) have claimed. This is a debate worthy of further analysis, which Scott Burson has helpfully 
initiated by offering an analysis of Brian McLaren’s theology in relation to evangelicalism and liberalism, 
concluding that “McLaren’s home is properly situated in the postconservative/postliberal neighborhood, 
but perhaps on the postliberal side of the street” (Scott R. Burson, Brian McLaren in Focus: A New Kind of 
Apologetics (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2016), 159-99). 
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In comparing present efforts to past failures, there seems to be four specific things being 

done deliberately differently by groups like Convergence that may contribute to their 

success: (1) maintaining clearly defined unifying commitments and missional purposes 

within a broad umbrella of plurality and difference; (2) creating effective organizational 

structures for wide collaboration around these purposes and looking for reliable sources 

of long-term funding; (3) developing a rationale for the need to create these 

organizational structures despite anxieties about institutionalization, and articulating how 

these new organizations will be deliberately structured in ways that attempt to mitigate 

the negative aspects of religious institutions; and (4) cultivating sufficiently sizable and 

loyal core constituencies to sustain their efforts. It remains to be seen if such steps will be 

sufficient to create a lasting and growing movement that builds on the emphases and 

advancements of the ECM.   

It must be acknowledged however, that the hope expressed by many in the ECM, 

that “emergence [would] lead to a convergence… across denominations and across 

current polarizations,” has only been partially realized.53 Despite efforts to bridge the 

divide between evangelicals and mainline Protestants, the recent separation in the ECM 

between missional evangelicals and progressive “Emergents” reflects the continued 

perpetuation of the “two-party system” in American Christianity between religious 

                                                           
53 Brian McLaren, “Church Emerging,” in An Emergent Manifesto of Hope (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2007), 149-150. In a later blog post, however, McLaren did acknowledge that this convergence with 
“missional mainliners” (as well as progressive Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox) would likely only 
include progressive evangelicals currently being pushed out of more conservative evangelical settings, and 
social-justice oriented evangelicals and Pentecostals in the global church and among ethnic minority groups 
in the West (Brian McLaren, “A New Christian Convergence,” Future of Mainline Protestantism (blog), 
Patheos, July 26, 2010, accessed February 5, 2017, http://www.patheos.com/Resources/Additional-
Resources/New-Christian-Convergence). 
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liberals and religious conservatives.54 While the ECM did, in fact, lead some evangelicals 

to cross the divide and engage with religious liberals (and vice versa), in the end they 

were only able to maintain this engagement by becoming post-evangelicals.55 The ropes 

to the evangelical side of the chasm had been cut.56 Thus, at the present moment, the 

divide between liberal and conservative Christians in America seems as wide as ever, 

including among participants in the ECM.  

Directions for Future Research 

While attempting to provide a thorough account of the history and historical roots 

of the Emerging Church Movement, this dissertation has nevertheless only scratched the 

surface of the work that remains to be done on this phenomenon. Indeed, this study has 

itself uncovered many potential avenues for future research – areas that were, of 

necessity, underdeveloped, or which touched on but largely fell outside of the scope of 

54 According to Robert Wuthnow, this polarization has been a defining feature of American 
Christianity since at least the 1970s (Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society 
and Faith Since World War II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988)), though others would 
argue that it has persisted since the fundamentalist-modernist controversies of the early-twentieth century 
(Ferenc Morton Szasz, The Divided Mind of Protestant America: 1880-1930 (Tuscaloosa, AL: University 
of Alabama Press, 1982)).  

55 It should be noted that Convergence’s OPEN Network for progressive evangelicals is a 
deliberate attempt to continue making space for evangelicals within their movement. Likewise, the 
progressive Wild Goose Festival is organized with the help of several organizations that continue to self-
identify as evangelical, including Jim Wallis’ Sojourners. It is uncertain, however, (1) whether these forms 
of progressive evangelicalism will be accepted as still “within the camp” by more conservative 
evangelicals; and (2) how much longer these progressives will want to continue identifying with the 
“evangelical” label in a post-Trump America. Mark Scandrette, for instance, reports that at the most recent 
gathering of the OPEN Network, there were very few self-identified evangelicals actually in attendance 
(Mark Scandrette, interview by author, October 28, 2016). 

56 Evangelicals and post-evangelicals may differ somewhat on who, exactly, cut the ropes. The 
final break certainly seems to have come from the conservative evangelical side of the chasm, who, as was 
demonstrated, deliberately shut the doors of evangelical institutions to progressive voices in the ECM and 
explicitly declared them outside of the camp. On the other hand, these evangelical gatekeepers would 
themselves likely point out that the ropes had already long been fraying due to Emerging leaders’ own 
abandonment of or ambiguity on essential points of evangelical identity.  
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the project. The parallel history of Emergence Christianity within mainline Protestantism, 

for instance, deserves much greater attention than this study was able to give it. Similarly, 

no one has yet provided a thorough scholarly account of the various forms of global 

Emergence outside of the United States. Focused biographical studies and theological 

analysis of key figures in the ECM would also help flesh out its internal dynamics much 

more thoroughly. To date, only Rob Bell, Brian McLaren, and Dallas Willard have been 

the subject of such scrutiny.57 Even among the major themes this project did explore, 

more remains to be uncovered. For instance, each of the “emerging theological 

questions” outlined at the end of Chapter Three needs deeper analysis to describe exactly 

how those theological discourses unfolded and operated within the broader movement, 

and what practical effects they had on Emerging congregations. Greater attention could 

also be given to online Emerging communities like theOoze to determine how they were 

similar to or divergent from discourses among more formal expressions like Emergent 

Village.58 Finally, the Neo-Reformed movement, in many ways a conservative counter-

reaction to the ECM and to postmodernity in general, is likewise deserving of its own 

dedicated historical treatment. With all these avenues left to explore, my hope is that my 

own work has shown that the Emerging Church Movement is a fruitful topic both for 

further scholarly research and for understanding the landscape of Christianity in America 

at the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

                                                           
57 James K. Wellman, Rob Bell and a New American Christianity (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

2012); Burson, Brian McLaren in Focus; Gary Black, Jr., The Theology of Dallas Willard: Discovering 
Protoevangelical Faith (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013). 

58 TheOoze shut down in 2011 and its content is no longer accessible online. However, according 
to Spencer Burke, it was archived by Fuller Seminary. My own attempts to gain access to this were 
unsuccessful and ultimately deemed unnecessary, but a more persistent effort may produce better results 
and open up a trove of additional data regarding this significant expression of the ECM. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Timeline of the Emerging Church Movement 
 
 

The Roots of the Emerging Church Movement 
 

1952  
- Willingen Conference of the International Missionary Council puts forth 

statement clearly defining the church’s mission in relation to the missio Dei  
 
1965 

- Donald McGavran founds the School of World Mission and Institute of Church 
Growth at Fuller Seminary 

 
1967  

- Ted and Liz Wise found one of the earliest Jesus People coffee houses, The 
Living Room, in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district  

 
1968  

- Lonnie Frisbee sparks a revival among countercultural youth at Chuck Smith’s 
Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa, CA, contributing to the founding of the Shiloh 
Youth Revival Centers and the Calvary Chapel Movement 

 
1969 

- Jack Sparks founds the Christian World Liberation Front in Berkeley, CA 
 
1970  

- Latin American Theological Fellowship founded, begin developing integral 
mission theology 

 
1971  

- Jim Wallis founds the People’s Christian Coalition and The Post-American 
magazine; later relocate to Washington D.C. and rename themselves the 
Sojourners Community and Sojourners magazine 

 
1972 

- Campus Crusade’s Explo event in Dallas joins Jesus People Movement to 
mainstream evangelicalism 

- John Howard Yoder publishes The Politics of Jesus 
 
1973  

- Thanksgiving Workshop on Evangelicals and Social Concern held in Chicago 
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1974 
- Mainline churches begin to show steep statistical declines while evangelicals

begin a slow and modest surge
- International Congress on World Evangelization held in Lausanne, Switzerland
- Greenbelt Festival in the UK is launched with help from Jesus People evangelist

Jim Palosaari

1975 
- Bill Hybels founds Willow Creek Community Church utilizing “seeker-sensitive”

church growth methods

1977 
- James Dobson founds Focus on the Family
- Spencer Burke joins the Berkeley Christian Coalition

1978 
- Richard Foster sparks the Spiritual Formation Movement among evangelicals

with the publication of Celebration of Discipline
- Ron Sider publishes Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger

1979 
- Jerry Falwell founds the Moral Majority

1980 
- Lonnie Frisbee sparks a charismatic revival at John Wimber’s church in Yorba

Linda, CA, helping to launch the Vineyard Movement
- Rick Warren founds Saddleback Church in Orange County, CA

1981 
- Aladair MacIntyre publishes After Virtue

1983 
- Lausanne Consultation at Wheaton College produces statement affirming integral

mission theology

1984 
- Lesslie Newbigin inspires The Gospel and Our Culture programme in Britain
- Bob Buford founds Leadership Network

1985 
- Chris Brain and the Nairn St. Fellowship found the Nine O’Clock Service,

launching the alt.worship movement in the UK

1987 
- George Hunsberger launches The Gospel and Our Culture Network in the US
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1989  
- Second International Congress on World Evangelization (Lausanne II) held in the 

Philippines, attempts to roll back affirmation of integral mission 
- John Perkins founds the CCDA 
- Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon publish Resident Aliens 

 
1991 

- David Bosch publishes Transforming Mission 
 
1992 

- Willow Creek Association founded to connect and equip seeker-oriented churches 
 
 

The Birth of the Emerging Church Movement 
 
1993  

- Consultation on Evangelizing Generation X convened in Charlotte, NC by 
Leighton Ford Ministries and InterVarsity; inspires Stanley Grenz’s Primer on 
Postmodernism (1996) and Jimmy Long’s Generating Hope (1997) 

 
1994  

- After a 20-year surge, statistical trends begin to show declining numbers of 
evangelicals, especially among younger generations 

- Dieter Zander leaves NewSong to start Axis, a Gen X ministry at Willow Creek  
 
1995  

- Re:Generation Quarterly launched as a magazine for “an emerging generation of 
culturally creative Christians” 

- Chris Seay founds University Baptist Church in Waco, TX 
- Andrew Jones begins ministering among alternative subcultures in San Francisco 
- Sally Morgenthaler publishes Worship Evangelism 

 
1996  

- Leadership Network hosts their first “Ministering to Generation X” Forum at the 
Glen Eyrie Conference Center near Colorado Springs 

- The Gospel and Our Culture Network hosts its first major conference and 
publishes its first collection of essays, The Church Between Gospel and Culture 

- Shane Claiborne helps found what would become The Simple Way community in 
Philadelphia, sparking the new monastic movement  

- Mark Driscoll launches Mars Hill Church in Seattle 
 
1997  

- Leadership Network hosts the “Gen X 2.0” Forum at Mount Hermon, CA; Mark 
Driscoll’s talk reorients the conversation toward postmodern ministry 

- Doug Pagitt hired by Leadership Network to create a Young Leaders Network 
- Dallas Willard publishes The Divine Conspiracy 
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1998 
- Missional Church published by The Gospel and Our Culture Network sparking

the missional church movement
- Spencer Burke launches theOoze.com
- Jay Bakker founds Revolution Atlanta
- Mark and Lisa Scandrette begin church planting in San Francisco, eventually

founding ReIMAGINE! with Dieter and Val Zander as an experimental missional
church think-tank

- The Young Leaders Network hosts the National Re:Evaluation Forum in Glorieta,
NM, definitively reorienting their emphasis from generational ministry to
missional ecclesiology in a postmodern culture

1999 
- Andrew Jones organizes the Ecclesia alt.worship event in Austin, TX; hosts

similar events there again in 2001 and 2003
- David Nicholas and Mark Driscoll found the Acts 29 church planting network
- Pete Grieg sparks the 24-7 Prayer Movement
- Charlie Wear and Rogier Bos launch the Next-Wave ezine
- Re:Generation Forum hosts first Vine conference in Lake Geneva, WI
- YLN hosts six regional “Ministry on the New Edge” Forums
- Doug Pagitt leaves YLN to plant Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis
- Rob Bell plants Mars Hill Bible Church in Grand Rapids, MI
- Danielle Shroyer interns at Journey in Dallas where she will later pastor
- Robert Webber publishes Ancient Future Faith
- N.T. Wright publishes The Challenge of Jesus

2000 
- YLN leaders create the short-lived Terranova Theological Project
- Spencer Burke organizes the first Soularize conference

The Growing Movement 

2001 
- Terranova hosts the first “Theological Conversation” with Dallas Willard and

Nancey Murphy providing a template for ongoing Emergent Theological
Conversations

- Terranova separates from Leadership Network; re-formed as Emergent, partners
with Youth Specialties for publishing and conferences

- Clint Kemp begins hosting La Mesa gatherings in the Bahamas for Emerging
leaders

- Rob Bell begins producing Nooma videos
- Andrew Jones begins blogging at tallskinnykiwi
- Stanley Grenz and John Franke publish Beyond Foundationalism
- Brian McLaren publishes A New Kind of Christian
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2002  
- Karen Ward founds Church of the Apostles in Seattle 
- David Fitch and Geoff Holsclaw begin up/rooted in Chicago, one of the earliest 

and most successful Emergent cohorts 
- First Emergent Glorieta Gathering 
- Robert Webber publishes The Younger Evangelicals 

 
2003  

- First national Emergent Convention 
- Holly Rankin Zaher and Heather Kirk-Davidoff launch the Emerging Women 

Leadership Initiative 
- Jason Clark founds Emergent-UK 
- Jonathan and Leah Wilson-Hartgrove found the Rutba House in Durham, NC 
- First surge of ECM books through the emergent/YS imprint, including Dan 

Kimball’s The Emerging Church 
- Donald Miller publishes Blue Like Jazz 
- Alan Hirsch and Michael Frost publish The Shaping of Things to Come 

 
2004  

- New monastic leaders meet in Durham, NC and formulate their “12 Marks of a 
New Monasticism”  

- Christianity Today and The Christian Century both do cover stories on the ECM 
- The Church of England sparks the Fresh Expressions Initiative with the 

publication of Mission-shaped Church 
- Diana Butler Bass publishes The Practicing Congregation 
- Brian McLaren generates controversy with A Generous Orthodoxy 

 
 

Notoriety, Restructuring, and Growing Criticism 
 
2005 

- Final national Emergent Conventions 
- Emergent restructuring; Tony Jones hired as National Coordinator; partners with 

Baker, Abingdon, and Jossey-Bass for new publishing imprints 
- Emergent cohorts begin to multiply 
- Mainstream secular media outlets publish multiple stories on the ECM 
- Scot McKnight joins the Emerging Church conversation 
- D.A. Carson publishes Becoming Conversant With the Emerging Church marking 

the beginning of more intense conservative criticism of the ECM 
- Emergent publishes a “Response to Recent Criticisms” 
- Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger publish Emerging Churches 
- Rob Bell publishes Velvet Elvis 
- Jim Wallis’ God’s Politics reignites national interest in progressive 

evangelicalism 
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2006 
- Ecclesia Network for missional church planting is formed
- Tony Campolo and Shane Claiborne found Red Letter Christians
- Emergent Village leaders meet with the Jewish Synagogue 3000 movement
- PAPA Festival relaunched, sponsored by new monastic leaders, Emergent

Village, CCDA, and others
- Rob Bell does multi-city “Everything is Spiritual” speaking tour
- Jay Bakker plants Revolution Brooklyn, comes out as a queer-ally
- Julie Clawson creates the Emerging Women group blog
- Brian McLaren sparks controversy over same-sex marriage with an article in

Leadership Journal calling for an evangelical “moratorium” on the issue
- McLaren retires from pastoral ministry and begins traveling extensively as a

global networker for Emergent Village
- Shane Claiborne publishes The Irresistible Revolution
- Peter Rollins publishes How (Not) to Speak of God

2007 
- Adam Walker Cleaveland and Karen Sloan found Presbymergent
- Claude Nikondeha and Brian McLaren organize the first Amahoro gathering in

Uganda
- First annual Convergence gathering of Emerging women in Portland
- Second surge of ECM books under new Emergent imprints

2008 
- Emergent Village eliminates National Coordinator position
- Karen Ward launches Anglimergent
- Brian McLaren’s 11-city Everything Must Change Tour
- Tripp Fuller begins the Homebrewed Christianity podcast
- Phyllis Tickle publishes The Great Emergence
- Shane Claiborne and Chris Haw publish Jesus for President
- Tony Jones publishes The New Christians
- N.T. Wright publishes Surprised by Hope

The Fragmentation of the Movement 

2009 
- Emergent Village replaces its Board of Directors with a new Village Council
- Steve Knight and Anthony Smith found the TransFORM Network
- Dan Kimball, Erwin McManus, and Scot McKnight found the Origins Network,

which eventually turns into the ReGeneration Project
- Richard Rohr hosts ecumenical event on the Emerging Church at his Center for

Action and Contemplation in Albuquerque
- Transforming Theology event at Claremont brings ECM into conversation with

process theologians
- First Christianity21 conference highlights Emerging women leaders
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2009 (cont.) 
- Cornerstone Festival hosts seminars from multiple ECM leaders 
- Adele Sakler creates the Queermergent online community 
- Paul Soupiset, Makeesha Fisher, and Tim Snyder launch GENERATE magazine 
- Darin Petersen and The Simple Way launch Consp!re magazine 

 
2010 

- Peter Rollin’s multi-city Insurrection Tour 
- First annual Inhabit Conference by the Parish Collective in Seattle 
- First Outlaw Preachers (re)Union in Memphis 
- Brian and Carol Howard Merritt and Ryan Kemp-Pappan begin the annual UNCO 

unconferences 
- A rise in bloggers distancing themselves from the ECM produces increasing 

conversation about the “death of the Emerging Church” 
- Sojourners cover story heightens conversation around racial diversity in the ECM 
- Brian McLaren’s A New Kind of Christianity sparks controversy 

 
2011 

- Ecclesia Network launches Missio Alliance  
- TheOoze.com shuts down 
- First annual Wild Goose Festival in North Carolina 
- Big Tent Christianity conference in Phoenix 
- Final farewell reunions for both Soularize and the Glorieta Gathering 
- Rob Bell publishes Love Wins, prompting Neo-Reformed leader John Piper to 

tweet “Farewell Rob Bell.” Bell later steps down from Mars Hill. 
 
2012 

- Phyllis Tickle publishes Emergence Christianity  
- Rachel Held Evans’ A Year of Biblical Womanhood launches her to a national 

platform 
 
2013 

- Emergent Village discontinues its 501c3 status 
- Emergence Christianity Gathering with Phyllis Tickle in Memphis 
- Mesa Friends Gathering in Thailand convenes global ECM 
- CANA Initiative launched by Brian McLaren, Doug Pagitt, and Stephanie 

Spellers; soon morphs into the Convergence movement led by Cameron Trimble 
- Rev. William Barber founds the Moral Mondays Movement in North Carolina 
- Nadia Bolz-Weber publishes Pastrix 
- David Fitch and Geoff Holsclaw publish Prodigal Christianity explicitly 

critiquing and distancing themselves from the ECM 
 
2014 

- Emergent Village website shuts down; Emergent Village Patheos blog handed 
over to new leadership and renamed Emerging Voices 

- Rob Bell joins Oprah’s “Life You Want” Tour 
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2014 (cont.) 
- Mark Driscoll resigns from Mars Hill Church over ethics scandal
- Controversy over the circumstances of Tony Jones’ 2008 divorce drives Jones out

of public life

2015 
- Spencer Burke launches HatcheryLA and hosts the Enfolding Spirituality

conference in Los Angeles
- Convergence organizes first Open Network summit for progressive evangelicals
- Nadia Bolz-Weber and Rachel Held Evans host “Why Christian?” conference
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APPENDIX B 
 

Emergent Village’s Values and Practices 
 
 
 
This statement was originally posted on the (now defunct) Emergent Village website 
(www.emergentvillage.org) in 2001 and was revised in 2006. It was primarily composed 
by Tim Keel and was edited by several dozen other members of Emergent Village.1 
 
Members of Emergent Village hold in common four values and several practices that 
flow from them. In the language of a religious order, we call these four values our “order 
and rule”: 
 
1.  COMMITMENT TO GOD IN THE WAY OF JESUS 
 

We are committed to doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with 
God. In the words of Jesus, we seek to live by the Great Commandment: loving God and 
loving our neighbors – including those who might be considered “the least of these” or 
enemies. We understand the gospel to be centered in Jesus and his message of the 
Kingdom of God, a message offering reconciliation with God, humanity, creation, and 
self. 

We are committed to a “generous orthodoxy” in faith and practice – affirming the 
historic Christian faith and the biblical injunction to love one another even when we 
disagree. We embrace many historic spiritual practices, including prayer, meditation, 
contemplation, study, solitude, silence, service, and fellowship, believing that healthy 
theology cannot be separated from healthy spirituality. 
 
Practices: 

- As Christ-centered people, to understand the gospel in terms of Jesus’ radical, 
profound, and expansive message of the kingdom of God. 

- As people seeking to be formed spiritually in the way of Christ, to learn historic 
Christian spiritual practices (disciplines), and to use them for the development of 
character, integrity, and virtue which flow from true communion with God. 

- As participants in the historic Christian faith, to be humble learners, to stimulate 
learning in others, and to give priority to love over knowledge, while still valuing 
knowledge. 

- As lovers of God and God’s truth, to seek wisdom and understanding, which are 
the true goal of theology, and to engage in respectful, thoughtful, sacred 
conversation about God, world, and church. 

                                                           
1 Tony Jones, The New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2008), 222-26. 
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2. COMMITMENT TO THE CHURCH IN ALL ITS FORMS

We are committed to honor and serve the church in all its forms – Orthodox, 
Roman Catholic, Protestant, Pentecostal, Anabaptist. We practice “deep ecclesiology” – 
rather than favoring some forms of the church and critiquing or rejecting others, we see 
that every form of the church has both weaknesses and strengths, both liabilities and 
potential. 

We believe the rampant injustice and sin in our world requires the sincere, 
collaborative, and whole-hearted response of all Christians in all denominations, from the 
most historic and hierarchical, through the mid-range of local and congregational 
churches, to the most spontaneous and informal expressions. We affirm both the value of 
strengthening, renewing, and transitioning existing churches and organizations, and the 
need for planting, resourcing, and coaching new ones of many kinds. 

We seek to be irenic and inclusive of all our Christian sisters and brothers, rather 
than elitist and critical. We own the many failures of the church as our failures, which 
humbles us and calls us to repentance, and we also celebrate the many heroes and virtues 
of the church, which inspires us and gives us hope. 

Practices: 
- To be actively and positively involved in a local congregation, while maintaining

open definitions of “church” and “congregation.” We work in and with churches,
seeking to live out authentic Christian faith in authentic Christian community.

- To seek peace among followers of Christ, and to offer critique only prayerfully
and when necessary, with grace, and without judgment, avoiding rash statements,
and repenting when harsh statements are made. To speak positively of fellow
Christians whenever possible, especially those with whom we may disagree.

- To build sincere friendship with Christians from other traditions.

3. COMMITMENT TO GOD’S WORLD

We practice our faith missionally – that is, we do not isolate ourselves from this 
world, but rather, we follow Christ into the world. 

We seek to fulfill the mission of God in our generations, and then to pass the 
baton faithfully to the next generations as well. 

We believe the church exists for the benefit and blessing of the world at large; we 
seek therefore not to be blessed to the exclusion of everyone else, but rather for the 
benefit of everyone else. 

We see the earth and all it contains as God’s beloved creation, and so we join God 
in seeking its good, its healing, and its blessing. 

Practices: 
- To build relationships with neighbors and to seek the good of our neighborhoods

and cities.
- To seek reconciliation with enemies and make peace.
- To encourage and cherish younger people and to honor and learn from older

people.
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- To honor creation and to cherish and heal it. 
- To build friendships across gender, racial, ethnic, economic and other boundaries. 
- To be involved at all times in at least one issue or cause of peace and justice. 

 
4.  COMMITMENT TO ONE ANOTHER 
 

In order to strengthen our shared faith and resolve, and in order to encourage and 
learn from one another in our diversity through respectful, sacred conversation, we value 
time and interaction with other friends who share this rule and its practices. 

We identify ourselves as members of this growing, global, generative, and non-
exclusive friendship. 

We welcome others into this friendship as well. 
We bring whatever resources we can to enrich this shared faith and resolve. 

 
Practices: 

- To make an annual pilgrimage to an Emergent Village gathering; to give one 
another the gift of our presence at annual gatherings whenever possible. 

- To publicly self-identify with Emergent Village where appropriate and to 
represent Emergent Village well whenever we can; to exemplify the best of what 
Emergent Village strives to be and do. 

- To invite others to participate and welcome new participants. 
- To seek to be positive and constructive in caring for the Emergent Village 

friendship. To find some specific ways we can help the circle of friends in 
Emergent Village. 

- To stay reconciled to one another. To give one another the gift of commitment not 
to give up on, betray, or reject one another, but instead, to encourage, honor, and 
care for one another. 

- To stay informed about emergent locally and globally via the website and email 
updates. 

 
 
ACTION 
 
We live out the four values of our rule through four lines of action: 
 

1. We explore and develop ideas, theology, practices, and connections … through 
conversations, conferences, think-tanks, gatherings, retreats, publications, 
learning cohorts, online resources, and other means. 

2. We resource individuals, leaders, and organizations – funding their imagination, 
stimulating their thinking, providing examples, events, literature and other 
resources to assist them in their lives and mission. 

3. We communicate our calling, vision, learning, and activities to the growing 
Emergent Village community, and to other interested people around the world. 

4. We provide ways for people to belong, identify with, and participate in this 
community, conversation, and mission at varying levels. We encourage the 
development of generative friendships, collaborations, and partnerships
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