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McLaren describes his dissatisfaction when he first became a pastor: "My gifts were in evangelism, 

but I was spending all my time with Christians. Then I encountered Rick Warren and his conviction 

that the church could be evangelistic. We decided to take 10 months to regroup. Then we 

reconstituted the church with about 80 Christians—and in a year or so, another hundred previously 

unchurched people joined us."

If critics overlook the evangelistic energy of the emerging church, they also often lump together 

two very different kinds of postmodern thought. The most notorious postmodern thinkers have 

been the "deconstructionists"—French intellectuals like Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault who 

seek to show that the cherished ideals of Western society (and Christian faith) are fatally 

compromised by internal contradictions.

But another stream, less well-known outside universities and seminaries, has taken dissatisfaction 

with modernity in a more constructive direction. It is these thinkers—the late philosopher Michael 

Polanyi and Notre Dame professor Alasdair MacIntyre, along with theologians like Newbigin—who 

are gaining the attention of the emerging church's more theologically inclined leaders. 

From Newbigin, McLaren has drawn the idea of the church as "missional"—oriented toward the 

needs of the world rather than oriented towards its own preservation. From Polanyi and MacIntyre, 

he concludes that the emerging church must be "monastic"—centered on training disciples who 

practice, rather than just believe, the faith. 

He cites Dallas Willard and Richard Foster, with their emphasis on spiritual disciplines, as key 

mentors for the emerging church. None of these thinkers has any inclination to throw out the baby 

of truth with the bathwater of modernity. 

Indeed, these constructive postmodernists have been read and appreciated in many evangelical 

seminaries for years—but their ideas have been more often appreciated than applied. McLaren's 

innovation was to ask what it would mean to actually live out their ideas in a local church. Like Rob 

and Kristen Bell, he is passionate about the Good News. He just wonders if there is more to that 

Good News than evangelicals have yet imagined.

Cultural Collision

At the Emergent Convention in Nashville in April, it becomes clear that McLaren's insistence that 

"Emergent is not a movement" is not false modesty. 

In the cavernous hall of the Nashville Convention Center, jerky loops of handheld video—an urban 

streetscape, an artist at work, a cross-country ski trail—play continuously on three separate 

screens throughout each general session. On one side of the room, the ancient and currently 

fashionable tradition of a prayer labyrinth has been revived, with the addition of bicycles. 

COVER STORY

The Emergent Mystique
The 'emerging church' movement has generated a lot of excitement but only a handful of 

congregations. Is it the wave of the future or a passing fancy?

Home > Magazine > 2004 > NovemberCOVER STORY

I'm Sick of Hearing About Your Smoking 
Hot Wife
Sex in marriage beyond sayings, stereotypes, and 
Song of Solomon

May 2013

[ VIEW CONTENTS ]

W.W. Jay-Z?

The Shepherd

Rob Bell's 'Ginormous' 

Mirror

God Behind the Veil

SUBSCRIBE NOW

SUBSCRIBE

GIVE A GIFT

DONATE

RSS Twitter Facebook Newsletters

LOG IN | MY ACCOUNT

Theology+Spirituality Church Life+Ministry Media+Culture Politics+Current Affairs Magazine Donate

Work and Workplace | Immigration | Conversion | George W. Bush | Bangladesh | View all 

RELATED ARTICLES AND LINKS SINGLE PAGE PAGE: 1 … 3 4 5 6 7 8 NEXT

76

5

0

email

print

76

5

0

email

print

Our Ministry Christianity Today Leadership Journal Church Law & Tax Discipleship Subscribe

Page 1 of 3The Emergent Mystique | Christianity Today

24/04/2013http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/november/12.36.html?start=5



At the opening session, Youth Specialties president Mark Oestreicher (hair: two-tone wavy locks) 

urges attendees to come and go at will, cheerfully undermining the credibility of the proceedings: 

"A lot of what conference speakers say is not really true—they take 20 years of reality and turn it 

into 90 minutes of unreality." 

Thus prepared, the 800 conference-goers do indeed wander in and out through the videos, poetry, 

worship music, and plenary speakers, chatting on their cell phones in aimless motion. Like so much 

of American mass media culture, the overall effect is undeniably cool, but also seemingly designed 

to aggravate—if not generate—attention deficit disorder.

At the Emergent Convention, emerging theology and emerging culture don't so much coexist as 

collide, thanks to the somewhat uneasy partnership between Emergent and Youth Specialties. 

During one particularly experimental worship session, featuring a well-known British dj (hair: 

spiked) whose pulsating techno music (complete lyrics: "It's just you and God") builds to a climax 

that would have played well in pagan Corinth, I find Brian McLaren outside the convention hall. 

RELATED TOPICS:

FROM ISSUE:

Melissa Steffan

NEWS

Who Volunteers the 
Most?
Graduates of Protestant 
high schools, apparently.

April Burbank

MISSIONS

The Hope Roaster
How Pete Leonard's 
coffee roasting startup 
could become the world's 

largest employer of 
former convicts.

Review by Robert 
Joustra

BOOK REVIEW

Religious Freedom Is 
Not a Zero-Sum 
Game
Paul Marshall, Nina Shea, 

and Lela Gilbert take an 
ecumenical approach to 
fighting international 
persecution.

Timothy Wainwright

NEWS

The Latest in Movie 
News, April 22, 
2013
Box office returns, Will 
Smith, Martin Scorcese's 
"Silence," Jason Sudeikis, 

and a ray of sunshine for 
the movie theater 
industry.

Name 

Address 1 

Address 2 

City 

State Zip Code 

Email Address 

Subscribe now for a year (10 issues) at $24.95 for print, iPad, and instant web 
access.

Americas; Brian McLaren; Emergent Movement; Evangelicalism; 

Mars Hill Bible Church (Grand Rapids); Postmodernism; Rob Bell; United States

November 2004, Vol. 48, No. 11

OR OR

You must be a Christianity Today subscriber to post comments 

(on articles open to the public, you must at least register for a free account).

Participation is the 

New Excellence

Moving people from 

spiritual consumers to 

active participants

Michael Binder

One Scale of Spiritual 

Maturity

How we handle money 

says a lot about how we 

relate to others, and to 

God.

Marshall Shelley

MORE | CURRENT ISSUE

SEE COMMENTS SINGLE PAGE PAGE: 1 … 3 4 5 6 7 8 NEXT

International Orders

This article has no comments

SUBSCRIBE

GIVE A GIFT

DONATE

SMALL GROUPS

Four Opportunities for Multi-

Stage Groups...

A mixture of spiritual...

Rachel Gilmore

SEE ALL BRANDS

Hell's Final Enigma

The Trouble with Cussing Christians

Remembering George Beverly Shea

The Mystery of Original Sin

My Train Wreck Conversion

76

5

0

email

print

76

5

0

email

print

Page 2 of 3The Emergent Mystique | Christianity Today

24/04/2013http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/november/12.36.html?start=5


