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Christianity within Postmodernity
Some would say that the crescendo of modernity, and ultimately its symbolic icon, is the “factory.” The factory marks the natural culmination of the forward movement of technological advancement and human ingenuity, producing an industrial society. However, to quote Bob Dylan’ album title, The Times They Are a-Changin. Society is in the midst of a transition from modernity to something else. What that something else is has yet to be fully understood or exhaustedly defined, but scholars commonly refer to these coming times as “postmodernity.” Primarily, postmodernity is the shift observed as the world transitions from an industrial to an information society, of which the symbol is the computer.

This paper is meant to serve as an introduction to the effects of postmodernity and the role of the emerging church in the spreading of the gospel. It will first explore the effects of postmodernity on society, and then look at how the gospel speaks to those effects, and finally, converse with the emerging church as the vehicle and means of sharing the gospel with the postmodern society. It will be shown that the emerging church, though not completely without faults, has initiated a change that will influence the way in which Christians view ministry and the Christian life as a whole

Postmodernism Defined

Scholars endlessly debate what exactly postmodernity is and even whether or not this marks a valid shift from modernity, or just modernity come to fruition. Postmodernity, like all major shifts in society, was seen first in the intellectual circles and trickled down to society as a whole, well after the fact. Some of the leading thinkers that have influenced and shaped this movement are Jacques Derrida, with his famous words “There is nothing outside the text,” Jean-Francois Lyotard, “incredulity toward metanarrative,” Michel Foucault, “Power is knowledge,”
 and Richard Rorty’s abandonment of truth. While these thinkers may have been influential for the movement, mass appeal came from a collective questioning of the “central assumptions of the Enlightenment epistemology”—how one knows or thinks they know things.
 
These “challenged assumptions” will be shown through the very rejections and viewpoints of postmodernity that will be reviewed in the following. Particularly we will see that questions abound about what modernity states can be known and what many have come to believe can actually be known as a proven fact. These questions, and not the answers, are what have been transmitted to a people who are ready to rethink what it means to think and understand. All at the same time in history in which the means of communication allow people to share information broadly and quickly. As a result, the mass communication capabilities of film, television, and the internet have provided effective and efficient means of disseminating the postmodern ‘ethos’ to society as a whole. The increased speed and effectiveness has resulted in a more pronounced transition period from one worldview to another.
 
Scholars do not understand this increased speed of change and transition in the same way, with some dismissing postmodernity in favor of some form of ‘hypermodernity’. Vinoth Ramachandra, in Gods that Fail, believes that “‘postmodernization’ is best understood as a continuation of the processes of modernization but with increasing intensity and scope.” This rapid advancement has eroded the stability of modernity and has thrown the culture into confusion, creating an uncontrollable and unpredictable cultural environment.
 

D.A. Carson holds that postmodernism is “nothing more than the popularization of one strand of modernist thought, which itself was a reaction against other strands of modernist thought.” 
 Again, postmodernity defies a defining term that incorporates the similarities and the differences that are found within the culture. Carson proposes that the terms “late modernism” or “ultramodernism” are more appropriate if you focus on the continuities between modernity and today, yet the term postmodernism has “some merit” if you focus on the changes that have been brought about within the culture.

What is increasing clear about postmodernity is that postmoderns deny the reality of one unified world and thus have no single worldview. They reject the possibility of constructing a single worldview that would be correct and accept that there are many views within this vast world, with each being equally correct within the context individuals find themselves in. Therefore, Grenz states, “By replacing the modern worldview with a multiplicity of views and worlds, the postmodern era has in effect replaced knowledge with interpretation.” 
 This major shift, from objective knowledge to the validity of multiple interpretations, bears with it major societal changes. Some of these major changes are the rejection of the Metanarrative, disbelief of absolute Truth, and a movement towards loneliness and isolation. 
Rejection of the Metanarrative
Jean-Francois Lyotard held that metanarratives—“grand theories which claim to provide universal explanations and trade on the authority this gives them”—have been found false and unsustainable in the world. Consequently, the postmodern world discards grand narratives in lieu of “tactically orientated ‘little narratives’.”
 Because they are convinced that there is nothing more than a “host of conflicting interpretations or an infinity of linguistically created worlds,” postmodern thinkers have given up the search for one universal ultimate metanarrative or truth.
  
Disbelief of Absolute Truth
With the abandonment of any form of universal truth, the ability to evaluate various interpretations of reality is also lost. At its worst, all interpretations are seen as equally valid and true, even when these interpretations contradict each other in the most basic sense. Grenz holds that even the designation of valid or invalid, and I would add true or false, become meaningless because they attempt to describe objectively an interpretation. Therefore, postmodernism judges interpretations via a pragmatic standard of “what works” for the individual person.
 
While postmoderns clamor that all universal theories and truth-claims are obsolete, Ramachandra points out that those who proclaim postmodernity superseding modernity are relying upon a “master narrative to celebrate the demise of all master narratives.”
 
Individualism to Loneliness
The small group movement throughout the United States proves that postmodern people are crying out for community, as Individualism has blossomed into a society characterized by fragmented isolation and the sense of aloneness. The small group movement not only entails the many forms of Bible study and Christian fellowships, but also includes the more prevalent secular meetings such as self-help, twelve-step, and recovery groups as well as innumerable social clubs focused around recreation, profession, or service.
 It is yet another paradox of the modern West; although better housed, fed, and medically advanced than any other time in history, the people are also the most fearful, divided, and lonely.
 
Modernity has lead people to trivialize the importance of community and family and it is the younger generation of emerging post moderns that have paid the price of a disenfranchised people and broken families. Consequently, rampant individualism forced people to “create” community and surrogate families through activities and social groupings, which have little lasting power when the messiness of true community happens. Post moderns are no longer fiercely independent, but rather, are desperately lonely as the false assumptions of happiness tied up with wealth and the individual pursuits have proven to be false promises. 
The Gospel in a Postmodern Context 
By turning away from the person and work of Jesus Christ and the experience of Christian community and turning instead to philosophical apologetics in order to demonstrate its inherent ‘reasonableness’, Christian theology at the beginning of the modern era had already surrendered its competence. 

—Vinoth Ramachandra, Gods That Fail

It is in postmodernity that many hold that the culture is ripe for a return to the gospel of Jesus Christ, not through well-reasoned arguments, but through Incarnational living and gospel proclamation. This proclamation stems from a community of believers who hold to the revelation of God through Scripture and an ongoing relationship with the living God. The effect of sin on humanity, including one’s ability to reason, makes the notion of modern apologetics—the idea that one can be reasoned into believing the ‘foolishness of the cross’ (1Cor 1:18)—limited in scope and capability. James K. A. Smith has it right when he states “The church doesn’t have an apologetic, it is an apologetic.”
 
Within postmodernism, the Christian witness must gain his confidence from Christ alone, not from the ‘impregnability’ of Christian apologetics or the religious institutions of the modern church. Christians must also approach secular postmodernists prepared to have their own assumptions and presuppositions critiqued, if they hope to persuade them to do the same. The Christian witness to a postmodern person comes as one who is a “fellow traveler,” not one who has everything prepackaged for the person to accept.
 

Reclaiming Truth

Erwin Raphael McManus so wonderfully described the reclaiming of truth within the postmodern world, while respecting the postmodern dance between objective and subjective understandings of ultimate truth. He states, “It is not enough to know or even believe all that is true. It is essential that we know the one who is true.” Truth is not subjective in the way that hard postmoderns—D. A. Carson introduces the designator of hard or strong postmodernists, in comparison to soft, to refer to those who push postmodernist views to their extreme
—propose subjectivity, which leads to relativism and deifies the individual as the center of all reality. Neither, however, is truth objective in the sense that modernity proposes, residing outside of individuals and empirically/rationally provable. The Bible provides a view of truth that is neither relative nor objective, “the biblical view is that truth is personal, relational, and subjective. The critical difference, of course, is that we are not the subject. God is.”

Brian D. McLaren, one of the most outspoken proponents for the emerging church, does not accept as true, what he considers, the “myth” that postmoderns do not believe in absolute truth or that they do not care about the search for truth. He differentiates absolute truth—he prefers to use “universal” truth
—from “absolute knowledge.” It is not that postmoderns believe that there is no universal truth, but they believe that humanity is “incapable of grasping and conveying it with absolute accuracy.” 
 He also states, “Words of truth will not be less important, but they will be fewer and simpler and softer if they are to have power.” He believes that the church currently suffers from a “glut of words, trumpeted loudly” while the evangelism of the postmodern era will be with deeds and simple words.
 
Retelling Metanarratives

Despite the stance by postmodern thinkers, Christians believe that there is a single, unified, grand metanarrative that underlies every localized human narrative. The ultimate metanarrative is the story of God’s actions in history and redemption of humanity and His creation through Jesus Christ.

In the postmodern world, wielding propositions “like a sword” and concepts “like a hammer” will not work as viable means to spread the gospel. We will need to listen to and share our stories of life, faith, and pursuit of truth.
 It is the Word of God that is the sword, cutting the soul and spirit, judging the thoughts and intentions of our hearts, and not our propositional truth claims (Eph 6:17, Heb 4: 12). Retelling God’s metanarrative will mean that preachers use biblical stories and contemporary illustrations, not as illustrations for points or items that add interest, but the stories will make, carry and be the points. Sermons will attempt to bring about a harmonious intersection between our, individual and corporate, stories with the unfolding and ongoing story of God’s redemption of humanity and His creation. 
 
Many scholars writing about postmodernity and the emerging church speak of the fact that Jesus himself taught in parabolic story form. However, Carl Raschke, in his book The Next Reformation: Why Evangelical Must Embrace Postmodernity, brings further meaning to this similarity when he points out that “[Jesus’] contemporaries put him down for many of the same grievances for which some attack postmodernists today.” Furthermore, Raschke says that it was the Pharisees who constantly attempted to rationalize and boil down the message of God’s kingdom into compact philosophical segments.

Restoring Community

The biblical story is one about community. From God as Trinity—the communal dance of Father, Son and Holy Spirit—to creation—humanity formed in their image and likeness—and finally God’s declaration that “it is not good for the man to be alone,” we understand that humanity deeply longs for intimate relationships with our Creation and each other (Gen 1:26, 2:18). The story of the fall and the work of Jesus Christ develop the narrative for the restoration of authentic community for humanity. 
Christian “communities of belonging” invite people into a gathering of healing and reconciliation, providing a place to belong for lonely and isolated postmodern peoples.
 The opportunity is ripe for the spread of the gospel amongst the disenfranchised and fragmented postmodern world. It is precisely because of this “fluidity and rootlessness of postmodern culture,” which is neither a total curse nor blessing, that we have an “opportunity unparalleled in history to boldly advance the gospel of grace.”
 
Emerging Church Reaching Postmoderns
While postmodernism has effected and in turn brought about an evolution within “every major sphere of life,” Spencer Burke believes that the “last bastion of modernism” within the world is the modern church. Furthermore, while “everything else in our culture has undergone a complete metamorphosis,” the church has merely changed some of the aesthetic features of the service.
 
Concurrently, there are numerous talks about revolutions within Christianity that seem to have no relationship with those churches who define themselves as ‘emerging’ or ‘emergent’. Examples include: Revolution: Worn out on Church? by George Barna and Revolution in the Church: Challenging the Religious System with a Call for Radical Change by Michael L. Brown. Furthermore, Barna points out that “Millions of devout followers of Jesus Christ are repudiating tepid systems and practices of the Christian faith and introducing a wholesale shift in how faith if understood, integrated, and influencing the world” (emphasis added). 

The Emerging Church Defined
The emerging church is as elusive to define as the postmodern culture that it finds itself within. Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, in their book aptly titled Emerging Churches, define emerging churches as “missional communities arising from within postmodern culture and consisting of followers of Jesus who are seeking to be faithful in their place and time.”
 Through extensive research of what can be deemed “emerging churches,” they have found three core practices that they all have in common and six other practices that most churches exhibit. The three core practices are: “(1) identifying with the life of Jesus, (2) transforming secular space, and (3) living as community.” Because of these three activities, they also exude many of the following: “(4) welcome the stranger, (5) serve with generosity, (6) participate as producers, (7) create as created beings, (8) lead as a body, and (9) take part in spiritual activities.” 

While most modern Christians see the changes in the emerging church merely as different forms of worship, evangelism, sermon, and the use of technologies such as the internet, these are truly only the most superficial aspects of the changes taking place. However, given the prominence of these changes, they will be quickly reviewed and commented upon, while the most important changes will be discussed in the following sections. 
Worship
Emerging churches consider worship as a vital element of the ongoing life and service of Christians. However, worship is seen more as a ‘lifestyle’ in lieu of an ‘event’ and the actual collective worship is a ‘gathering’ for worship and not a ‘service’. While it sounds like mere semantics, leaders believe there is a fundamental difference in the way people perceive and expect to participate in worship.
 It is a primary viewpoint that worship in emerging churches is not new, but a reclaiming of the old. It is the revival of ancient elements such as liturgy, disciplines, Christian seasons and Jewish roots, as well as creedal reading and prayers.
 

Evangelism
Spencer Burke uses an analogy, in his book Making Sense of Church, which I find very fitting and convicting about the modern vs. emerging church. To summarize, the modern church views itself as “retailers” of the Gospel, while Burke proposes that they should move towards “wholesalers” of the Gospel. Retailers care most about the appearance of the item for sale, such as the packaging and placement, while wholesalers care more about the actual product and its characteristics. Burke holds that churches must have a “wholesaler mindset” in which the Gospel is presented without the trappings of the modern church. This is done through the “authentic life change” of believers who are seeking to “live out the Gospel in front of people.”
 
Ray Anderson, writing on a blog about his new book, An Emergent Theology for Emerging Churches, says, “Emerging churches are Incarnational. Their language is that of the people; their message is communicated through culture; their presence in the world is ordinary so as to get within arms length to embrace others with extraordinary love.”

Sermon

The modern worship service has been described as “a thinly disguised university lecture” or even worse, a “TV show, complete with frequent applause from the audience.”  The services are designed around the belief that knowledge is king and that knowing about God is the ultimate way to know God.
 In contrast, emerging preachers see themselves as fellow journeyers. It is not an authoritative transfer of biblical information, but a telling of the story of God. The stories are about kingdom living and discipleship, not propositional principles or application points. 

Sacraments
Andy Crouch, in his essay Life After Postmodernity, argues that it is in the two sacraments, Baptism and Eucharist, that postmoderns can become post-individualist/consumerist. Baptism is the only practice that promises to take a person past the individualism that plagues modernism and post modernism alike, by addressing the distorted sense of self and ushering people into community. The Eucharist, in its simple bread and wine, offers the truest way of consumption that radicalizes the frenzied consumerism that is rampant.
 These two elements, particularly communion, are core practices within emerging churches.
  
Community 

Emerging Christian leaders do not believe in the one-size-fits-all church models, but focus on “networks of smaller churches, each of which ministers within the context of smaller, more closely knit subcultures.”
 These ministry subcultures, however, do not remain as individual divisions within the body of Christ, but become interconnected ministries that foster unity amongst the various subcultures.
 
The Clarion Call of the Emerging Church

The emergent church has two similar overarching calls that Christianity needs to hear and respond to, the first being about ecclesiology and the second being about mystery. The emerging churches seek to develop structures that are “flexible, adaptable, [and] evolving,” so that the current, real, needs of the people. McLaren sees this as a return to the example of the earliest New Testament churches, especially how they “adapted and evolved and coped with rapid change and new challenges.” The church should not seek to “get it right,” once for all, but should seek to maintain adaptability in the structural components that facilitate Christian discipleship and gospel evangelism.

I have to agree with Burke, when he states, “While people in the emerging church are willing to try new things in worship, they are, more importantly, willing to relinquish control.” 
 McLaren, in the Emergent Village Weblog, wrote, “A. W. Tozer said that organization is necessary and dangerous, and I think he hits a wise balance.” Leadership that holds these two things in balance will “seek forms, styles, and attitudes that serve, not that dominate—and that are flexible, not new rigidities.”

The second call within the emerging church is to give up on the pursuit of pure objective knowledge as the means to know and understand God, but allowing for the ‘mystery’ of God. McLaren believes that our words should seek to be “servants of mystery, not removers of it…they will convey a message that is clear yet mysterious, simple yet mysterious, substantial yet mysterious.”
 These words are not the “absolute antithesis”—“either we know God exhaustively, or we are restricted to the mysterious”—that Carson proposes. It speaks of knowing truth, but suggesting we do not know as much truth as we currently claim. 
 

Frederica Mathewes-Green’s question/answer essay, Under the Heaventree, sums up what I see as the sincere pursuit of the emerging church for God to change them when she says:

Why do people continually want to revise the prevailing view of Jesus?

To relieve the pain of this dilemma by changing Jesus into something we can understand.

What is Jesus’ alternative plan?

To change us into something that can understand him.
 

Critique of the Emerging Church

D.A. Carson, in Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church, provides an articulate critique of many of the more negative aspects of the movement. Carson believes that many of the negative aspects come from the actual development of the emerging church movement. Carson holds that the fundamental characterization of the movement is one of “Protest.” With many of the leaders coming from “conservative, traditional, evangelical churches, sometimes with a fundamentalist streak,” the reforms that they propose mirror the protests that they have with their church experience.
 Therefore, Carson finds that the movement has three primary protests: traditional evangelicalism, modernity, and the seeker sensitive megachurch movement.
 Said in another way, the protests are along three axes: “personally stifling cultural conservatism,” modernism’s “modern churchmanship,” and “modernism’s incarnation in seeker-sensitive churches.”

Carson holds that the bulk of the emerging churches protests are actually, without their clearly saying so, against the seeker sensitive megachurch movement and echo many of the Reformed and traditional evangelical church voices against the movement. 
 Thus, Carson can later use an example of a non-emerging—in the sense that they would not desire to be identified with the movement—church, Redeemer Presbyterian in New York City, as a church that “displays all the strengths of the emerging church movement while avoiding most of its weaknesses” (emphasis his). 
  
Carson’s central criticism of the emerging church is that while vehemently denouncing modernism, emerging church leaders have failed to adequately critique postmodernism and their response to it. In particular, Carson does not believe that they have effectively dealt with the issues related to “truth, certainty, historical witness, and…the nature of the gospel itself.” 
 Carson goes as far as saying, “if words mean anything, both McLaren and Chalke (the most prevalent leader of the emerging church in the U.K.) have largely abandoned the gospel.”
 While Carson sees this in the writings of McLaren and Chalke—of which in the scope of this paper and my limited reading of both authors, I am unable to provide a full and adequate rebuttal of—the emerging church as a whole cannot be lumped into this vein. 

Response 

Despite current criticism, the gospel story of Jesus Christ is alive and well within the emerging churches and their leaders. Within the book Stories of Emergence, by Mike Yaconelli, the gospel resonates in the stories told about its leaders. When you read Frederica Mathewes-Green’s story you are moved by her proclamation of Jesus as the “true freedom.” When she states that, “the only path to salvation, to transformation in Christ, is by humility and repentance” you have to believe that she has dealt with the issues of sin and forgiveness that comes through Christ.
 When Brad Cecil states, “I feel as though Truth died when we agreed to the modern concept of it… [and] all this has contributed to what I feel is the great sin of contemporary North American Christianity: the commodification of Christ,” it is impossible to believe that he has abandoned the gospel as truth.
 The gospel of Jesus clearly rings out in the cry of George R. Baum, “Since I’ve seen what the gospel can do, I know its value. I seek it out, I point it out and I shout it out. The gospel must be heard, because there are dead people walking among us.”

While not dealing with the entirety of McLaren’s writings, it seems appropriate to respond to Carson’s statement that McLaren “almost entirely loses sight of the gospel in The Church on the Other Side.”
 While Carson is right linguistically—McLaren does not clearly proclaim the meaning of the gospel in the book—he does not accurately represent the essence of the book. The audience of McLaren’s book is not postmodern secularists, but the leadership within the Christian churches. There is no need to proclaim the gospel to those who have accepted it as truth. The book is about how to, individually and corporately, live out the gospel faithfully within the postmodern context. 

To be specific, McLaren does say that emerging churches hold in common “essential Christian beliefs” and that “we will need to affirm the core beliefs that hold us together as never before”—which implies a more rigorous attempt to affirm the core doctrines of the Christian Church.
 He also says that the emerging church “will feed the seeking mind with the savory mysteries of Creation, Incarnation, Trinity, Atonement, transformation, and unity.”
 And later, when McLaren is discussing relativism and the draw of all faiths, he declares that the “church must help people decide which mission to join…Aren’t we talking about the kingdom of God, proclaimed and demonstrated by Jesus Christ.” 
 
Carson’s point of contention about the movement being one of protest is well made. However, Carson fails to recognize that all great revolutions have the appearance of protest—hence the name Protestant—and stem from moments of crisis that the revolutionaries have had in their own personal lives.  Protest against unbiblical aspects of church life and a return to authentic relationship with Jesus Christ, must be an ongoing response to humanity’s slide back into the old sinful self. Much of the New Testament Epistles can be viewed in this same ‘protest’ light, as Paul, among others, exhort believers to hold fast to the truth they were given (2Thes 2:13). 
Just as the Reformation in the sixteenth century understood itself to be a recovery of the grace exhibited in the early New Testament church, the postmodern emerging church can be “regarded as an initiation to draw Christianity in general, and the church specifically, back to its beginnings.” This “Next Reformation” seeks to abolish the modern Protestant trappings that developed within the space created after the call of the Reformation. A call that was particularly bent towards a less worldly and culture bound ekklēsia, but was “co-opted within a century by squires and princes” who have sought religious and political power within the trappings of Christian spirituality. 
 
Conclusion
Most of the critiques heard and read from contemporary pastors and theologians about the emerging church movement seem to stem from their trepidation and skepticism. A last ditch attempt to hold the tide back as the waters of postmodernism come crashing in. Do any of the postmodern emerging church leaders have it all right? No. Are some dangerously close to heresy? Unfortunately, yes. In many ways, they are treading out on waters that have not been walked upon. Similar to Peter, they are merely attempting to get out of the boat at the beaconing of the Lord (Mt 14:28-29). It is not the time for harsh criticism and blind disregard, but loving guidance, spiritual nourishment and correction. 

The new voices representing the emerging church must be heard and, as Gibbs and Bolger found after interviewing leaders within the movement, “many of these innovative leaders are looking for mentors rather than critics.”
 Theologians, pastors, and wise Christians should come along side of these emerging churches and their leaders, entering into dialogue with them, to help bring God’s Word to bear upon those areas in which they hold falsehood and transformed by those areas in which they bring truth. 

Postmodern ministry through emerging church structures and processes does not mean that Christians need to become or adopt the negatives of postmodern thought and culture, it primarily means becoming comfortable preaching and ministering to postmodern peoples.
 The postmodern world that we find ourselves in—where postmodern secularists vehemently oppose any pursuit to share an objective truth—is much more conducive to the gospel than one where people casually accept something as true that then makes no mark upon their life. The church today is facing the very real issue of a modern people, who profess faith and yet are “so unaffected by the transforming presence of the living God.” 
 

The emerging church has made substantial inroads to ministry to those within this turbulent time, compounded by the transition from modernity to postmodernity. While not completely without faults and deviations that may lead to heresy, the new movement has initiated a change that will influence the way in which we view ministry and the Christian life as a whole. If emerging church leaders are right, then “this Next Reformation, like the last one, is all about grace. It is a revolution of grace.”
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