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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This paper examines the Emerging Church Movement (ECM), a milieu of progressive 

evangelical groups focused upon the inclusion of postmodern ideas and concepts into evangelical 

Christian structures.  The argument in this paper is that, as a movement geared towards 

resistance to evangelicalism, the ECM is in fact working within a tradition of evangelical social 

organization.  In the first section, a historiographic review is conducted, focusing particularly on 

the way historians have used descriptions of conflict to describe and define evangelicalism in the 

twentieth century.  This reflection identifies previously unmarked connections between 

progressive evangelical organizations in the 1970s and 1980s with early ECM activities in the 

1990s.  The second section of the paper offers a formal definition of the ECM, and works to 

highlight common ECM practices that have emerged as a result of the emphasis upon 

deconstruction and postmodernity.  From this perspective, the ECM is described as a milieu, in 

the tradition of sociologist Colin Campbell’s “cultic milieu,” on the basis of the presence of 

mysticism, seekership, and syncretism in ECM practice. The final section of the paper analyzes 

the ECM in conjunction with broader trends in American culture in the twenty-first century.  The 

effect the events of September 11, 2001 had on American culture are taken into account, and the 

connection between the growth of the ECM and the condition of being ‘post-9/11’ are 

considered.  Given the ECM’s stance on issues relating to authority, theological rigidity, and the 

politics of the Religious Right, the ECM, it is argued, was poised to find success, in terms of 

participation levels, in post-9/11 American culture.  In the conclusion, the decline of ECM 

activity is considered alongside the election of President Obama and the so-called “Rise of the 

Nones.” 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

RESISTANCE IS NOT FUTILE: PRODUCTIVE TENSIONS IN 20TH 

CENTURY EVANGELICAL HISTORY 
 

Standing before a room full of ministers, lay leaders, and Christian culture aficionados in 

2012, Phyllis Tickle declared that the world was changing.  Tickle, once the religion editor for 

Publishers Weekly, calmly described to conference attendees that Western society had entered a 

“hinge of history,” and that, in order to “serve the Kingdom of God,” this moment must be 

properly understood.1  The conference was “Rubicon: Exploring the Interplay Between Culture 

and the Gospel,” an annual meeting of European and American evangelicals held in Dublin that 

regularly features a mix of speakers affiliated with the academy, mainline churches, progressive 

evangelicalism, and the Emerging Church Movement (ECM).  The argument in Tickle’s lecture 

was one she had been carefully crafting for several years (beginning in 2008 with her book The 

Great Emergence), and by the time she delivered her talk at Rubicon it had become a well-oiled 

piece of cultural criticism. 

The crux of Tickle’s thesis is that every five hundred years or so, the Christian church 

goes through a period of self-reflection spurred by grand cultural, political, economic, and social 

changes.  The first such event, the Great Schism, occurred in 1054.  The second event, the 

Protestant Reformation, began in 1517.  Now, Tickle claims, the next epochal upheaval, the 

Great Emergence, is taking place.  Characterized by globalization, scientific advancement, and 

an evolving conception of the self via psychology and sociology, Tickle describes the Great 

Emergence as a period when a new form of the Church will emerge and existing Christianities 

                                                 
1
 Phyllis Tickle, “Phyllis Tickle,” Youtube video, posted by wearerubicon, Nov. 2 2012, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RNg__d5ObMg. 
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will ossify.  Writing in her 2012 follow up to The Great Emergence, Emerging Christianity: 

What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters, Tickle claims, “the Great Emergence is an 

across-the-board and still-accelerating shift in every single part and parcel of our lives as 

members in good standing of twenty-first century Western or westernized civilization.”2  The 

ambition and scope of this idea barely needs mentioning, but its place in the ECM’s intellectual 

sphere warrants some consideration.  For many ECM participants, Tickle’s work represents a 

crucial eschatological argument for the ECM’s existence and perpetuation.  Prior to Tickle’s 

writing, the sense among ECM congregations and throughout ECM texts was that postmodernity 

was the order of the day, and that the ECM was a response to developing modernist problems in 

the existing evangelical and mainline churches.  In 2001’s A New Kind of Christian, Brian 

McLaren writes, “modernity isn’t ‘now’ for many of us, and it won’t be ‘now’ for any of us 

much longer.”3  In Tickle’s writing, this framework, of the Emerging Church as a product of the 

modern church changing into a postmodern one, becomes a massive sea-change in the history of 

Western civilization. 

Tickle and McLaren’s arguments, while novel in terms of content, are representative of a 

persistent concern within twentieth century American evangelicalism over self-definition.  This 

concern has most frequently manifested as conflict, either within the ranks of Protestant 

Christianity or, on occasion, with those outside of it.  Twentieth century American evangelicals 

have repeatedly maintained a series of tensions centered on definitional boundaries that have 

kept its various denominations and movements culturally and politically relevant outside of those 

                                                 
2
 Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters, (Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: Baker Publishing Group, 2012), Kindle edition. 
 
3
 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey, (San Francisco, 

Calif.: Jossey-Bass, 2001), 19. 
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boundaries.  The historiographic literature concerning evangelicalism, in its treatment of issues 

ranging from the emergence of fundamentalism to pacifism and the evangelical left, consistently 

demonstrate this cultural and political relevance implicitly through their historical narratives and 

explicitly through their historiographic analysis.  The ECM, from this perspective, is the next 

step in an ongoing history of productive tensions that have kept evangelicalism a vital force in 

American culture.  The ECM is, then, as much a reactive force in evangelicalism as a creatively 

generating one; through a focus on determining what Christianity ‘is’ and ‘is not,’ particularly in 

regard to fundamentalism and political conservatism, and through institutionalized conversations 

about the direction and momentum of Christianity, the ECM utilizes the tools of organizational 

definition developed during the twentieth century by fundamentalists and progressives alike to 

create groupings that, though unique in terms of theological and philosophical affiliation, are 

foundationally in keeping with a century of evangelical tradition. 

What will follow is an examination of the ECM’s role in twentieth and twenty-first 

century evangelical history.  The ECM serves as a model for understanding the organizational 

and institutional forms crafted by evangelicals during the twentieth century, particularly as it 

relates to conflicts over insider and outsider status and engagement with broader trends in 

American politics and culture.  This is not to deny that the ECM is a unique movement in 

American Christianity; rather, it is an attempt to provide a critical understanding of the ECM as 

one node in a larger evangelical network.  From this perspective, a study of the ECM is a study 

of relationships and the way they are created and maintained on an organizational level.  Chapter 

One will address the historiography relevant to an understanding of the ECM.  This includes a 

consideration of early conflicts over fundamentalism, as well as more contemporary disputes 

over progressive political action.  Chapter Two provides a history of the most prominent ECM 
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organization, Emergent Village, and situates this, via a discussion of ECM practice, into a wider 

Emerging milieu.  Chapter Three sets the ECM against the backdrop of early twenty-first century 

American history, demonstrating the role the events of September 11 played in cultivating 

growth in the ECM. 

 

What’s in a Name?: Evangelicalism’s Definition Problem 

 Before beginning a discussion of evangelical history, it is important to pause for a 

moment and reflect on what is at stake in the application of labels.  Academics working in the 

humanities are necessarily concerned with constructing precise definitions of things, be they 

material in nature or theoretical.  While this impulse is often a positive, as it can lead to 

discursive activity and perhaps clarity on the subject, the project of defining is often riddled with 

problems, particularly when it concerns groups of people and the ways they understand 

themselves.   

This is certainly true when examining religious categories.  In Gods and Demons, Priests 

and Scholars, Bruce Lincoln writes, “The point of critical analysis . . . is not to question the 

sincerity or integrity of those who speculate about the nature of the cosmos, nor is it to charge 

them, ad hominem, with bad faith.  Rather, it is to suggest that the nature of their speculation is 

inflected by their situation of interest.”4  Setting out to define evangelicalism is an impossible 

task, one that will not be explicitly taken up here.  Lincoln’s words are instructive, however.  

Discussing evangelicalism, it would be easy to obsess over the status of insiders and outsiders, or 

to, in Lincoln’s words, “question the integrity or sincerity” of individuals associated with the 

movement.  A more productive route of inquiry is to look at the way individuals engaged in one 

                                                 
4
 Bruce Lincoln, Gods and Demons, Priests and Scholars: Critical Explorations in the History of Religions, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 15. 
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way or another with evangelicalism have talked about what it is and is not.  From this 

perspective, a static definition becomes irrelevant, a theoretical abstraction divorced from 

genuine human experience.  In its place can exist descriptions of an ever-evolving discursive 

environment, one in which a definition of evangelicalism is constantly at stake but never 

necessarily resolved.  Considering evangelicalism in this way allows individual participants to 

speak for themselves, to be authorities but never totally authoritative.  This perspective also 

provides historians and other academics a wide latitude in their use of terms as what is most 

important, from this point of view, is their accuracy rather than their precision. 

This is not to say that evangelicalism is all things to all people, however.  Some loose 

boundaries, at the very least, are necessary if any lucidity is to be achieved.  The focus of what is 

to follow will be an examination of the formation of the most enduring of those boundaries, the 

tensions that evangelicals have maintained internally, with other evangelicals, and externally, 

with individuals and groups that question or threaten evangelical self-definition. 

 

When Your Past Calls, Don’t Answer: Early Evangelical Historiography 

 Debates over the nature of evangelicalism began early in American history, and much of 

this conflict has been well-documented by scholars.  Christine Leigh Heyrman, for example, 

chronicles the struggle between evangelical Methodists and Baptists moving into the South and 

southern Anglicans in her work Southern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt.  Other 

historians, like Nathan O. Hatch in The Democratization of American Christianity and Mark Noll 

in America’s God, look at the way conflicts over ideas, both philosophic and theological, 

influenced groups that would come to be a part of evangelicalism.  Many of these arguments and 

conversations centered on the nature of civic participation, the establishment of state churches 
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(or lack thereof), and the nature of human reason.  These tensions described by Heyrman, Hatch, 

and Noll informed evangelical activity for much of the first part of the nineteenth century.  By 

the 1870’s, however, the stage was set for a new series of conflicts over and within 

evangelicalism.  The Civil War had ended, Reconstruction was under way, and Protestant 

churches across the country had begun to reorient themselves theologically and politically.  

According to David Sehat, “Although the Union’s win resolved the question of slavery in the 

abolitionists’ favor, the underlying questions that slavery had provoked – about the nature of 

moral authority, its religious sources, and its connection to law and government – grew only 

more urgent.”5  These sorts of questions, while at stake for the entire nation, inevitably played 

their way into divisions involving evangelicalism.  Though there were numerous denominational 

conflicts during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the primary thrust of the 

contestations over and within evangelicalism pertained to republicanism and the application of 

common sense moral philosophy.  After the Civil War, the issue of proper governance took a 

backseat to more doctrinal concerns.  Describing this shift, Mark Noll writes, “That history of 

antagonism between republicanism and classical Christianity works counterintuitively against 

the later American assumption that there is a natural fit, even a supernaturally ordained harmony, 

between the Christian God and republican liberty.”6  Though the prescient issues shifted from 

politics to philosophy and theology, the stakes, the standard bearer for “true” Christian identity 

and experience, remained the same.  As individual churches and denominations began to re-

aggregate, new forms of evangelical piety arose and became subject to controversy.   

                                                 
5
 David Sehat, The Myth of American Religious Freedom, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 111. 

 
6
 Mark Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2002), Kindle edition. 
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 The most important of these controversies centered on the emergence of fundamentalists, 

a group of evangelicals that would remain a presence in American culture and politics for the 

duration of the twentieth century.  George Marsden discusses this group at length in his 1980 

work Fundamentalism in American Culture.  In Fundamentalism and American Culture, 

Marsden constructs a narrative of the origins of evangelical fundamentalism, a group he 

understands as being simultaneously inside the bounds of evangelicalism and also outside of it.  

Marsden’s depiction of fundamentalism serves in many respects as a model (though not 

wittingly) for the type of social and ideological organization utilized by the ECM over a century 

later.  Fundamentalism, as it appears in Marsden’s text, also exists as a primordial form of the 

type of theological and political conservatism the ECM would eventually so vehemently reject.  

A history of the ECM necessarily begins, then, with a discussion of fundamentalism in the late 

nineteenth century, as this lends perspective on the social and intellectual forces at work in 

evangelical communities in the 1990s and early 2000s. 

 

Marsden and Fundamentalism 

 The story Marsden tells begins in the immediate postbellum era.  Beginning in the 1870s 

and working his way to the 1920s, Marsden starts with ideas and connects them, via leaders like 

Dwight L. Moody and William Jennings Bryan, to the formation of social movements, such as 

social holiness and dispensationalism.  These groups worked together, in Marsden’s view, to 

form a collective opposition to modernism in the wake of World War I.  This narrative helps 

explain Marsden’s definition of fundamentalism, which is, essentially, “militantly anti-modernist 

Protestant evangelicalism.”7 It is important to note two things about this definition.  First, 

                                                 
7
 Marsden, 4. 
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Marsden makes a clear distinction between fundamentalism and evangelicalism.  That is, 

fundamentalism, while being clearly under the umbrella of evangelicalism in his view, is not 

synonymous with it.  Second, fundamentalism, for Marsden, is a resistance movement.  Without 

modernism to compete with, fundamentalism would have been inert, a loose coalition of 

movements much more engaged with individual projects, like premillennialism, than with any 

sort of unity.  Marsden elucidates this in the text when he compares fundamentalism with 

evangelicalism in the 1800s.  “Nineteenth-century American evangelicalism,” he writes, 

“involved a definite belief system as well as popular or rhetorical forms and strategies.  

Fundamentalism, as such, was concerned primarily with preserving the belief system; yet its 

proponents were equally concerned with promoting the popular forms, organizations, and 

strategies that were inextricable from the movement.”8  Described here is the motive, 

preservation, behind fundamentalist social action during the early part of the twentieth century.  

Fundamentalism needed modernism, then, in order to formally coalesce and remain coherent. 

 Placing tension at the root of his definition of fundamentalism put Marsden in direct 

opposition to historians like Richard Hofstadter, Ernest Sandeen, and William McLoughlin.  

These academics had argued, in works like Hofstadter’s Anti-intellectualism in American Life, 

that “American society develops toward a consensus of shared cultural values that eventually 

absorbs alien and dissenting elements.”9  Though this perspective certainly leaves room for 

conflict, it proposes a far different trajectory from Marsden’s.  Rather than being sustained by 

perpetual tension, these historians view conflict as always resolving through acquiescence to 

mainstream culture.  The events surrounding the publication of Fundamentalism in American 

                                                 
8
 Ibid, 45. 

 
9
 Ibid, 199. 
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Culture – the rise of the Religious Right, the development of the politics of the family, and the 

election of Ronald Reagan – directly challenged this notion. 

 In the second edition of Fundamentalism in American Culture, published in 2006, 

Marsden draws a line of connection between the fundamentalism of the 1920s and the Religious 

Right of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, though with caveats.  “The most 

striking feature of fundamentalism since the 1970s,” he writes, “is its deep involvement in 

mainstream national politics.”10  During the 1970s, Marsden contends, attitudes shifted towards 

political activity among fundamentalists, and something new, what Marsden calls 

“Fundamentalistic Evangelicalism,” emerged.  These fundamentalistic evangelicals were, 

Marsden claims, much more open to ecumenical cooperation than were their forbearers.  

Marsden describes the building of a coalition between fundamentalists, Pentecostals, and other 

charismatic Christians, and the ensuing collaborative theology building that came about from 

such cooperation.  This ecumenism allowed a figure like Pat Robertson, who was both politically 

conservative and had, since the 1960s, been “speaking in tongues,” to rise with relative ease to a 

position of power.11  Such an ecumenical spirit was not without its critics, most notably from 

non-fundamentalist evangelicals and also Catholics and Mormons, who by the 1970s had a 

shared stake in conservative politics.  Neil J. Young describes these three types of conservatives 

as existing in a persistent critical dialogue during this period.  He writes, “These three groups 

understood the ecumenical movement, rightly, as a fundamental issue of Christianity, one that 

called into question foundational though contentious matters regarding Christian identity and 

                                                 
10

 Ibid, 231. 
 
11

 Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 180. 
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beliefs.”12  Despite these critics, the ecumenical attitude of fundamentalistic evangelicals allowed 

them to forcefully enter into the political arena in the 1970s, playing a role first in the election of 

Jimmy Carter in 1976, and then of Ronald Reagan in 1980. 

 Marsden’s argument, though contested in various ways in works by scholars like 

Matthew Sutton and Molly Worthen, is nonetheless useful when considering the development of 

the ECM and its connection to contemporary evangelicalism.  First, whether or not his 

definitions of evangelicalism and fundamentalism are accepted, Marsden demonstrates the 

evolution of a kind of piety that remained in many respects intact in the late twentieth century.  

In doing this, Marsden is able to directly challenge narratives of the Religious Right that suggest 

it began in the 1960s or 1970s, and instead is able to trace the connections between theologically 

conservative Protestants and their struggle for cultural influence across the entirety of the 

twentieth century.  The evangelicals Marsden describes, then, are the progenitors of both the 

individuals and groups the ECM reacts against as well as the ECM itself.  Put another way, both 

the seeds of the ECM, and the conflicts that will define it, can be seen in Marsden’s work.  

Second, the heuristic Marsden applies to the relationship between evangelicalism and 

fundamentalism is mirrored, in many respects, by the ECM.  In Fundamentalism and American 

Culture, a porousness exists in the formal boundaries of evangelicalism that allows 

fundamentalism – as depicted by Marsden, a loose coalition of intersecting groups – to exist 

inside its purview at times, and at times outside it.   

Missing from Marsden’s text is a consideration of progressive evangelicals and their 

relationship to fundamentalism.  This omission is particularly glaring in the 2nd edition, as his 

discussion of fundamentalistic evangelicalism sans progressivism comes across as unnecessarily 

                                                 
12

 Neil J. Young, We Gather Together: The Religious Right and the Problem of Interfaith Politics, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), Kindle edition. 
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one-sided and, in a way, obfuscatory of the actual breadth of positions under the aegis of the 

evangelical moniker.  In order to get a better picture of the relationship between conservatives 

and progressives within evangelicalism, other historiographic works must be considered. 

 

“It’s Morning Again in America:” Evangelicalism in the Era of Left and Right 

Marsden’s Fundamentalism and American Culture is in many respects an intellectual 

history of a kind of conservatism, and much of the rest of Marsden’s bibliography, from The 

Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship to Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and 

the New Evangelicalism, could be thought of as an intellectual history of conservatism too.  

Since the publication of the first edition of Fundamentalism in American Culture, numerous 

scholars have worked to understand and describe the kind of conservatism Marsden identifies in 

the 2nd edition.  Referred to alternatingly as the Religious Right, the Christian Right, or 

evangelical conservatives, historians of American religion have struggled to comprehend the 

comingling of evangelical Christianity and conservative politics that rose to prominence in the 

latter portion of the twentieth century.  In outlining this history, scholars necessarily draw 

attention to numerous forms of conflict that worked to sustain evangelicalism during this period. 

 

Williams, Worthen, and the Christian Right 

 Tension over self-definition recurs repeatedly as historian Daniel K. Williams provides a 

detailed and comprehensive history of what he terms the “Christian Right” in God’s Own Party: 

The Making of the Christian Right.  A political and institutional history, Williams highlights key 

figures and dates in order to make the argument that there were two phases of white evangelical 

rhetoric as it related to the Republican party: first, a period defined by anticommunist sentiment; 
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and second, a time when social conservatism became the driving set of issues.  In the 

introduction, Williams writes, “Conservative Christians had been politically active since the 

early twentieth century, and they never retreated from the public square.”13  Williams is chiefly 

interested in the political activity of white conservative Christians, and he depicts the type of 

fighting, both with those outside the walls of evangelicalism and those within it, that went on 

over the course of a century as the Christian Right worked to define itself. 

 By dividing the history of conservative Christian’s political involvement into two 

periods, Williams implicitly makes the case that the most important aspect of this conservative 

faction is their publicly expressed ideology.  This expression of ideology was, contrary to 

stereotypical conceptions of conservatism, activist in nature.  Describing the election of President 

Obama in 2008, Williams writes, “evangelicals were not ready to leave the public sphere and 

retreat to their churches, nor were they willing to give up their convictions.”14  Though often 

ineffective at meeting material goals, such as preventing the election of Obama, Williams paints 

a picture of white evangelicals (and fundamentalists, a group he presents as being distinctly 

different) as a constant presence in the proverbial public square, repeatedly advocating for social 

and political change.  Prior to the 1960s, the principle problem was perceived to be the intrusion 

of communist ideology into American intuitions.  This changed in the 1960s, when cultural shifts 

refocused evangelical attention onto issues such as school prayer, feminism, and abortion.  In 

both cases, the primary tool used by evangelicals was the careful cultivation of public speech, 

and the creation of a discursive environment defined by binary opposition.  It is in this ongoing 

discursive space that the Christian Right found a way to thrive. 

                                                 
13

 Williams, 2. 
 
14

 Ibid, 276. 
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 The discursive environment Williams describes was not an original creation of the 

Christian Right, however.  Prior to the expression of anticommunist sentiment by men like radio 

personality Billy James Hargis, figures not specifically associated with Christianity, like 

Attorney General Alexander Mitchell Palmer and New York State Senator Clayton R. Lusk, 

were ardently advocating for the removal of alleged communist dissidents.  The “Red Scare” of 

the 1920s, Hollywood blacklisting in the 1940s, and McCarthyism in the 1950s all helped 

generate a rhetorical situation that was initially separate from evangelicalism.  Furthermore, in 

the 1960s and 1970s, the social and cultural changes brought on by the civil rights movement, 

the sexual revolution, and the rise of the New Left contributed to a climate inhospitable to the 

value system held unquestioningly by evangelicals.  As J. Brooks Flippen points out in Jimmy 

Carter, The Politics of Family, and the Rise of the Religious Right, when he describes the 

shifting emphasis and method of critique utilized by evangelicals, “almost all scholars note the 

influence of the rebellious 1960s and the equally tumultuous 1970s.  In the words of author 

Robert Zwier, the era offered any number of “specific triggers.””15  Instead of moving wholesale 

into this discourse, many conservative evangelicals found ways to appropriate the activist 

strategies generated by the Left in order to participate in this preexistent discourse.  Thus, the 

rhetoric of the Religious Right observable in Williams’ work is not the sui generis product of 

evangelical conservatism, but is in fact a window into a much broader rhetorical environment 

surrounding it. 

 Molly Worthen, in her 2014 work Apostles of Reason, paints a different picture of the 

emergence of the Religious Right, though, like Williams, it also has conflict as a fixture.  

Worthen posits that conservative evangelicalism can be defined by an authority problem which 

                                                 
15

 J. Brooks Flippen, Jimmy Carter, The Politics of the Family, and the Rise of the Religious Right, (Athens, 
Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 2011), Kindle edition. 
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has plagued it for much of the twentieth century and which is primarily intellectual in nature.  

According to Worthen, evangelicals can be understood as being guided by three questions: “how 

to repair the fracture between spiritual and rational knowledge; how to assure salvation and a 

true relationship with God; and how to resolve the tension between the demands of personal 

belief and the constraints of a secularized public square.”16  While these questions are useful, 

they more successfully demonstrate the epistemological context for evangelicalism than they do 

the Religious Right itself.   

What Worthen is describing through her questions is the crisis of modernity, a cultural 

moment brought on by the Enlightenment in the seventeenth century and the modernist response 

in the nineteenth century.  Worthen depicts modernity as an intellectual condition that both 

valorizes knowledge and subjects it to extreme scrutiny.  This view has been described as being 

anthro-centric, in the sense that it places humanity at its core.  According to sociologist James 

Aho, “In the modern era, God has been superseded not by class or race, but by self, the rational, 

willful ego.”17  Aho argues, in essence, that there is a kind of internality to modern ways of 

thinking and being.  This internality effects ratiocination, encouraging a constant stance of 

critical reflection and a reliance upon hierarchized knowledge, and it impacts social 

constructions as well, privileging institutions and organizations willing to adopt this form of 

thinking over others. 

 From this view, the Religious Right appears as a cultural entity unwilling to acquiesce to 

a form of humanism, a position Worthen readily acknowledges.  “They [evangelicals] are 

                                                 
16

 Molly Worthen, Apostles of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 4. 

 
17

 James A. Aho, “The Apocalypse of Modernity,” in Millenium, Messiahs, and Mayhem: Contemporary 

Apocalyptic Movements, Eds. Thomas Robbins and Susan Palmer, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 63. 
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children of estranged parents – Pietism and the Enlightenment,” she writes.18   Later in the text, 

when describing Karl Barth, a figure she identifies closely with modernity, and Carl Henry, an 

evangelical leader, Worthen says, “For Barth, the modern world’s standard of truth and 

falsehood did not apply neatly to scripture.  For Henry, by contrast, there was one kind of truth 

and one inerrant Word.”19  Barth, in this view, privileged forms of knowledge that could be 

verified by an internal sense of accuracy, while Henry, on the other hand, acquiesced to the 

Bible, an external source of knowledge.  While neither Barth’s nor Henry’s views represent 

evangelicalism in its totality (both men self-identified as evangelicals), it is illustrative of the 

type of epistemological conflict evangelicals regularly engaged in during this period. 

 Worthen’s work depicts the evangelical world as fundamentally unstable, and she puts 

forth that the source of the instability are the issues the ECM would eventually reject.  Rather 

than embrace modernity or react against it, ECM participants attempt to sidestep this conflict, 

and the ensuing lack of authority, by claiming a postmodern perspective on American culture 

and Christian faith.  Apostles of Reason sets the stage for this ideological shift, but it does not 

provide an adequate description of all of the evangelical groups and movements that directly lead 

to the emergence of the ECM.  While conservative evangelicalism is certainly a factor in the 

formation of the ECM, even more so are progressive evangelicals in the second half of the 

twentieth century. 

 

 

 

                                                 
18

 Worthen, 7. 
 
19

 Worthen, 16. 



16 

Rossinow, Swartz and Progressive Evangelicalism 

 Much work has been done examining evangelicalism, conservative politics, and the 

Religious Right.  Less work has been done, however, on the intellectual history of the 

progressive wing of evangelicalism.  Progressive evangelicals represent an important component 

of the infighting that has gone on in the wake of the Religious Right over claims to the label 

‘evangelical.’  Within progressive evangelical circles, too, have been controversies over 

numerous issues that necessarily speak to the boundaries of the term.  Two notable works 

scrutinizing struggles with and within progressive evangelicalism are Doug Rossinow’s The 

Politics of Authenticity and David Swartz’s Moral Minority. 

Rossinow’s work zeroes in on white liberal evangelicals in Austin, Texas during the 

1960s and 1970s, a group influenced by conservative evangelicalism as well as cultural 

touchstones like the civil rights movement and the counterculture.  Rossinow describes these 

Christians as being engaged in a quest to move away from alienation and into authenticity in 

various arenas of life.  “Adopting an existentialist outlook, the new left came to argue that social 

and political arrangements caused inner alienation and that only radical social change would 

open the path to authenticity.”20  The poles of alienation and authenticity arise from an 

existentialist impulse in mid-century liberal politics, Rossinow contends, and this existentialist 

bent helped link some evangelicals to privilege identity politics in their stances on issues like 

civil rights and feminism.  The roots of these notions of alienation and authenticity lay in turn-of-

the-century upper class anxieties surrounding industrialization.  By the late 1950s, these concerns 

had trickled down into the middle classes and combined with bourgeois triumphalism to form 

something politically novel.  This set of ideas, of the virtue of authenticity and the inevitability of 
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success, found fertile soil in the minds of participants in Christian student movements in the 

1950s who were steeped in the works of existentialists like Sartre and Camus on the one hand, 

and radical (for the time) theologians like Tillich and Bultmann on the other.  Saturated by a 

sociopolitical environment defined by the Cold War and Jim Crow, these young evangelicals 

turned their individual search for meaning into collective political action. 

 Networking with other liberal activists in Berkeley, Chicago, and New York, progressive 

evangelicals in Texas established a set of concerns – racial justice, gender equality, and pacifism 

chief among them – that helped set the agenda for progressive evangelicals for decades to come.  

The effect of activism along this set of concerns was the creation of, in Rossinow’s view, “a 

close and consequential association between cultural modernism and political liberalism.”21  This 

association paved the way for the development of progressive Christian activism in the 1970s 

through actions like the Chicago Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern, and it also 

prevented these Christians from retaining a dominant position in the evangelical world.  David R. 

Swartz, in his work Moral Minority, describes the collapse of progressive evangelical social 

action as a result of the increased emphasis placed upon identity politics.  “The failure to 

construct a common vocabulary and shared political commitments,” Swartz writes, “had pushed 

minority groups to pursue their own strategies.  Identity politics in turn subverted the evangelical 

left’s potency as a collective network and a coherent alternative to the religious right, whose 

fundamentalist hierarchies could more easily force cooperation.”22  The very thing differentiating 

white progressive evangelicals from their conservative counterparts paved the way for their 

eventual decline. 
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 This is not to suggest that there were no successful progressive evangelical actions or 

actors during this period.  Men like Ron Sider, Richard Mouw, and Mark Hatfield all left 

indelible marks on the landscape of evangelical history.  The most enduringly persistent 

progressive evangelical from this period was Jim Wallis, whose organization Sojourners kept the 

progressive evangelical torch burning during the Reagan and George W. Bush eras.  Swartz 

paints Wallis as a passionate, highly-intelligent activist, equally at home at a “God party” 

dancing to Three Dog Night as he was debating politics with the faculty of Trinity Evangelical 

Divinity School.23  In 1971, Wallis and the members of the People’s Christian Coalition (PCC, 

an organization he helped found on the Trinity campus) put together a magazine titled The Post-

American.  Meant to occupy a more radical space than that inhabited by either Christianity 

Today or The Christian Century, Wallis and PCC spent the next several years promoting the 

magazine on college campuses and at evangelical conferences across the country.  The Post-

American grew quickly, and in 1975, in order to appeal to a broader swath of Christians, was 

renamed Sojourners.   

Though Wallis and the Sojourners called for radical action on a variety of liberal issues, 

the most consistent topic broached was that of peace.  Ending the war in Vietnam was a 

consistent goal of the Sojourners, as was advocating for non-violent protest and against nuclear 

proliferation.  Swartz quotes an early Sojourner activist as writing, “Our resistance to evil must 

never be passive but active, even to the point of sacrifice and suffering. . . . We therefore refuse 

military service, military-related jobs, war taxes, and will engage in nonviolent direct action and 

civil disobedience for the sake of peace and justice.”24  Though the Sojourners claimed Christ as 
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their primary influence when discussing pacifism, Swartz points out that secular ideology played 

a role as well.  Prior to his conversion in 1970, Wallis had been heavily involved in student 

activism at Michigan State University.  Working alongside groups like Students for a Democratic 

Society (SDS), Wallis was involved in protests of academic policy on campus, defense 

contractors, the CIA, the U.S. invasion of Cambodia, and the shooting at Kent State.25  During 

this time, Wallis was thoroughly steeped in the ideology of the New Left, and, though he 

renounced their methodology after seeing the Weathermen violently attack East Lansing City 

Hall, his politics remained intact even as he began to move into evangelical circles. 

With an increase in conservative evangelical activism beginning in the late 1970s, the 

Sojourners early momentum began to slow, and by the end of the 1980s, though it remained the 

largest and most influential progressive evangelical organization, it was a shadow of its former 

self.  “Sojourners,” Swartz writes, “seemed resigned to political obscurity.  Wallis, contending 

that a spiritual awakening was needed before political action could take place, began to talk more 

explicitly about pastoral work and revivalism.”26  Swartz interprets this shift from emphasizing 

political action to spiritual action as a sign of defeat.  All was not lost for the Sojourners, 

however.  As Swartz points out in his Epilogue, Wallis met an enterprising young politician 

named Barack Obama in 1997 who, when elected president in 2008, started calling on Wallis for 

advice on faith-based issues.  Wallis published a book as well, titled God’s Politics, which spent 

fifteen weeks on the New York Times bestseller list and opens with the line, “Why can’t we talk 

about religion and politics?”27  As Swartz writes, “Thirty-five years after the Chicago 
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Declaration, Wallis had finally arrived at the center of American politics.”28  The keys to Wallis’ 

rise in stature resided partially in his connections, but also to a certain degree, according to 

Swartz, in his willingness to temper his use of radical rhetoric.  Though he criticized them at 

times in God’s Politics, Wallis was often willing to work alongside Democrats during this 

period, and the Sojourners increasingly played a part in Democratic Party politics.   

 

Wherever You Go, There You Are: Progressive Evangelicals and the ECM 

 Despite the ECM’s assertion of difference from evangelicalism resulting from 

postmodernity, a review of the historiography of the evangelical Left reveals a significant 

connection between progressive evangelicalism and the ECM.  As Rossinow points out in his 

work, the search for authenticity by progressive Christians in the 1960s and 1970s developed 

into a commitment to identity politics that continues to persist in progressive evangelical 

communities.   “Despite the criticisms expressed by some 1960s radicals,” Rossinow explains, 

“the continuity between the new left and identity politics is notable.”29  As the radical left 

retreated in the late 1970s, Rossinow argues that pockets of identity-political influence remained, 

primarily on college campuses among student groups, and also through groups like the 

Sojourners.  In the late 1990s and early 2000s, as various ECM groups started taking shape, 

identity politics quickly became a vital shared set of concerns, though often expressed not as a 

product of mid-century political activism or liberalism, but postmodernity and deconstruction.  

Describing an ECM participant’s standard social perspective, Tony Jones writes in The New 

Christians, “The emergent Christians are attempting another tack. . . . what might be called the 
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postmodern posture: an attempt to both maintain one’s distinctive identity while also being truly 

open to the identity of the other.”30 By framing a concern with identity – be it in terms of race, 

religion, gender, or otherwise – around postmodernity, ECM communities have sought to engage 

in breaking down these categories in order to foster new forms of social organization.  So 

important is the deconstruction of identities to ECM participants that Gerardo Marti and Gladys 

Ganiel define the ECM according to this act.  In The Deconstructed Church they write, 

“Emerging Christians are a discernable, transnational group who share a religious orientation 

built on a continual practice of deconstruction.”31  Marti and Ganiel essentially argue that 

participants in ECM communities have an identity defined by consistently breaking down 

identities.   

Concerns with identity often dovetail with another inherited concept for the ECM, social 

justice.  Shane Claiborne, leader of the new monastic community The Simple Way in 

Philadelphia, writes in The Irresistible Revolution, “And that’s when things get messy.  When 

people begin moving beyond charity and toward justice and solidarity with the poor and 

oppressed, as Jesus did, they get in trouble.”32  The poor and oppressed for Claiborne are often 

those living in poverty in inner city areas, and often racial minorities.  In the wake of the 

strangling of Eric Garner, Claiborne wrote, “Let’s remember Jesus came from a real place, a 

place maybe not too unlike Ferguson.”33  Claiborne has often been involved in advocating for 
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racial justice during his career, a set of actions and attitudes that link directly with the identity 

politics of the New Left, and progressive evangelicals, in the 1960s. 

On an institutional level, the most direct connection between the New Left and the ECM 

has been the involvement of the Sojourners.  Shane Claiborne has been a frequent contributor to 

the Sojourners monthly magazine and website, and Jim Wallis wrote the forward to The 

Irresistible Revolution.  Nadia Bolz-Weber, Tony Jones, and Doug Paggitt have all also written 

repeatedly for Sojourners.  For a number of years, Brian McLaren sat on the Board of the 

Sojourners, and has frequently appeared at conferences and speaking engagements with Wallis.  

The Wild Goose Festival, an annual outdoor music and theology event closely associated with 

the ECM, has featured Jim Wallis as a headline speaker multiple times.  The list of ways that 

Sojourners and the ECM have comingled over the years is lengthy.  According to sociologist 

Wes Markofski, “Mutual recognition is common among occupants of these three [progressive 

evangelical, new monastic, ECM] dominated positions in the evangelical field.”34  Much of this 

mutual recognition, and more often than not, direct involvement, between the Sojourners and the 

ECM, reveals a shared set of ideas and commitments between the two groups.  Identity politics, 

particularly concerning race, have often been a part of these interactions, but so have issues of 

economic justice, anti-war activism, and denominational critique.  This intellectual exchange 

reveals points of departure for the ECM from progressive evangelicalism as much as it does 

shared ideology.  Postmodernity and deconstruction really do provide a unique angle on a set of 

issues that otherwise have been well-trodden by progressive evangelicals like Wallis and the 

Sojourners.  At the same time, however, the connection between the Sojourners and the ECM 

point to a shared intellectual lineage, and a picture of the evolution of evangelicalism as seen in 
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the ECM.  These conflicts have helped set the ECM apart, but they have also worked to reify 

evangelical self-definition, both among progressives and conservatives. 

 

Believing Otherly 

 In his 2014 critique of the ECM, Understanding Emerging Church Theology: From a 

Former Emergent Insider, self-identified evangelical Jeremy Bouma writes, “I’m not sure when 

my saucy love affair with the Emergent Church ended.  My ‘I don’t’ isn’t as crystalized as my ‘I 

do.’”35  Bouma goes on to say, “As I progressed in my studies as a pastor and theologian, I came 

to realize that while Emergent may think it is believing differently – and consequently think it is 

offering the world a different Christianity that is more believable than the current form – in 

reality they simply believe otherly.”36  Bouma attempts here to distinguish between evangelical 

belief and social interaction, and he suggests that the ECM, while presenting itself as a new form 

of evangelicalism, is in fact outside its bounds.  Bouma’s judgements are in keeping with a body 

of literature that emerged out of evangelical presses during the first part of the twenty-first 

century that heavily criticized the ECM.  The thrust of many of these criticisms, from writers like 

D.A. Carson and Kevin DeYoung, is that the theology and political ideology held by many 

within the ECM excludes them from evangelicalism.  ECM participants have been quick to 

respond to such appraisals, however.  In Church in the Inventive Age, ECM-affiliated pastor 

Doug Paggitt writes in response to critics like Bouma, “We can’t pretend cultural change doesn’t 

impact the church.  It does,” and, “We can’t pretend churches don’t bring about cultural change.  
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They do.  They always have.”37  New cultural forms, according to Paggitt, do not necessarily 

place the ECM beyond the scope of American evangelicalism. 

This ongoing tension over insider and outsider status within evangelicalism and the ECM 

is not a new phenomenon; a review of historiographic literature concerning evangelicalism 

reveals these tensions as productive measures that serve to perpetuate evangelicalism’s existence.  

Marsden, in Fundamentalism in American Culture, argues that the way struggles over 

fundamentalism helped define evangelicalism from within during the end of the nineteenth 

century and the first part of the twentieth.  Marsden’s position as an evangelical scholar 

complicates his analysis of what he terms ‘fundamentalistic evangelicalism’ in the second 

edition.  His critical perspective straddles the line between an outsider account and a normative 

assessment, and further demonstrates the interminable work of self-definition occurring at 

multiple levels within evangelical circles.  In Williams’ God’s Own Party, the author examins 

the connection between evangelicalism and American politics, and tensions over the external 

forces of communism and conservative political rhetoric are shown to be another important 

component of evangelicalism’s fight for coherence.  At the same time, Worthen’s Apostles of 

Reason sheds light on the epistemological conflict occurring between evangelicals as the 

political connections at the heart of Williams’ work are being formed.  In both Williams’ and 

Worthen’s work, certain forms of political and ideological allegiances are shown to be restrictive 

for evangelical self-understanding, and thus the source of repeated contestation. 

In the 1960s, progressive evangelicals created tension with conservatives, a process 

Rossinow, in The Politics of Authenticity and Swartz, in Moral Minority, claim centered on 

identity politics and the emergence of evangelical pacifism.  These tensions, carried through the 
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1980s and 1990s by groups like the Sojourners, laid the foundation for the antagonism 

exemplified by the writing of Bouma and Paggitt.  The ECM carries the torch for progressive 

evangelicals into the twenty-first century, combining existing concerns over identity and social 

justice with postmodern philosophy and theological critique.  Viewed in light of the work of 

these scholars, the ECM can begin to be seen as an extension of preexisting organizational 

patterns within evangelicalism, and its place within the larger network of evangelicalism and 

evangelical history takes shape.  Far from marking the end of evangelical Christianity, as Tickle 

predicts, the ECM and its push-pull relationship with evangelicalism ensures its continued 

existence in contemporary American culture. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

A GENEROUS HETERODOXY: EMERGENT VILLAGE AND THE 

EMERGING MILIEU 
 
 

On a Sunday evening in 2004, a group of roughly thirty twenty-somethings gathered at the 

Menagerie Bar in Belfast, North Ireland, in a neighborhood adjacent to Queen’s University.38  

The gathering referred to themselves as Ikon, and described their meeting as, “Inhabiting a space 

on the outer edges of religious life,” through, “anarchic experiments in transformance art.”39  

After many of the congregants acquired a drink from the bar, a service began with Peter Rollins, 

the founder of Ikon, delivering a short speech outlining the events to follow.  In this speech, 

Rollins discussed the ways he had come to have certainty in the Christian faith, and how he had 

learned the importance of self-love.  First there would be the delivering of a testimony, 

interspersed with ambient electronic music and poetry.  The testimony was delivered by Mervyn 

McCullagh from an armchair in front of rows of tables and seats with maroon velour cushions.40  

Simultaneously, a large television off to the side was projecting video of an American 

televangelist.  During the testimony, in which he spoke about the freedom he felt from pain and 

the peace he found in Christ, McCullagh smoked a cigarette.  Then, McCullagh and Rollins 

invited those gathered to partake in the true body and blood of Christ by coming forward and 

receiving a piece of chocolate cake and a glass of champagne.41  After this invitation to 
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Communion, which few of those gathered accepted, a third speaker, Cary Gibson, came forward 

and told two stories.42  The first was a parable-esque story about Jesus feeding his disciples 

while the poor watched (rather than being fed themselves), and the second was a tale about 

someone going on trial for their alleged Christianity but being found ‘Not Guilty.’  Finally, those 

gathered were encouraged to discuss with those around them their reaction to the things they had 

just seen, and the remaining cake and champagne were informally distributed. 

 Ikon’s performance that Sunday evening was intended to be an ironic critique of the 

existing Christian Church, and is representative, albeit in the extreme, of the type of practice 

performed by those participating in the ECM.  Though Ikon ceased meeting in 2013, its New 

York City church plant, begun in 2011, still gathers regularly at bars, coffee shops, and art 

galleries across Brooklyn.43  Though participants in Ikon Belfast and Ikon NYC consider 

themselves artists, ECM practice has historically run the gamut from traditional congregational 

meetings to transformance art to online worship and everything in between.  Finding its origin in 

the mid-1990s, the ECM has been notoriously difficult to define, not least because those 

operating under its auspices have engaged in myriad community formations and have actively 

resisted any kind of formal classification.  As a result, little scholarly work has been produced 

dealing directly with the structuring, history or lexical delineation of the ECM.  Two significant 

works, and two exceptions to the trend of avoiding definitional practice, currently exist, 

however.  The most significant work, and most recent, is Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel’s The 

Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging Christianity.  According to Marti and Ganiel, 

the ECM is, “a discernible, transnational group who share a religious orientation built on a 
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continual practice of deconstruction.”44  The second work is James S. Bielo’s Emerging 

Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity.  In his text, Bielo defines the 

ECM as, “a movement organized by cultural critique, a desire for change, and grounded in the 

conditions of both modernity and late modernity.”45  While these definitions are worthwhile in 

that they represent a significant step towards better understanding the dynamics and bounds of 

the ECM, they both ultimately prove to be too limited.  In Marti and Ganiel’s case, a reliance 

upon an identity model limits the ECM to individual religious feeling.  With Bielo’s work, the 

ECM is restricted to a cultural critique.  In order to better understand the ECM, a careful 

examination of its history must take place.  Viewed as an object of history, the ECM comes 

sharply into focus: the Emerging Church Movement is a milieu of progressive evangelical 

organizations engaged in a productively fraught relationship with evangelicalism as a whole.  

The ECM participates in this discursive tension with the tools received from its predecessors – a 

commitment to discourse as a spiritual practice, ecumenical and interfaith interaction, and praxis 

over doxis – and is marked by the innovation of the inclusion of postmodern philosophical 

language, particularly regarding the problems of modernity and deconstruction.   

 

Emerging, Emergent, Emergence: A Word About Terms 

 Any attempt to define the ECM necessarily begins with terminology.  Much (mostly 

digital) ink has been spilt over the nomenclature of the ECM.  Should it be labelled the Emerging 

Church, the Emergent Church/Emergent Christianity, or Emergence Christianity?  Some 

combination of the three?  None of the above?  Confusion has been the order of the day among 
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those inside the movement and those outside its bounds.  In a post dated April 15, 2008 on the 

blog Theoblogy, Tony Jones, then the National Coordinator for Emergent Village, wrote about an 

experience in which he was asked whether the term ‘emergence’ or ‘emergent’ was technically 

correct.46  In his post, Jones responded, “I get that this whole thing — emergent vs. emerging — 

is a meme being repeated by some people who mean well and others who, well, mean less well. 

But those people are making a huge mistake, methinks, because they are perpetuating the very 

modern mistake of separation and fragmentation.”47  Jones’ attitude of avoiding classification is 

typical for those participating in ECM activity.  Jones himself engages in this kind of “separation 

and fragmentation,” however, in his book The New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent 

Frontier.48  In a section of the book entitled, “Some Working Definitions of Terms Used in this 

Book,” Jones uses the term “emergent church,” and he defines it as follows: “The specifically 

new forms of church life rising from the modern, American church of the twentieth century.”49  

Jones goes on to distinguish between “the emergents,” adherents in the ECM, and “Emergent,” 

the latter meaning, “Specifically referring to the relational network which first formed in 1997; 

also known as Emergent Village.”50  Jones’ definitions, while vague, are informative given his 

position within the ECM.  Jones limits the emergent church to a specific time, place and 

ideological position — postmodern, late twentieth/early twenty-first century America — and he 
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distinguishes between those generally engaging with the ECM and those associated with 

Emergent Village. 

 Jones’ definitional distinctions have largely been adopted by those in theological and 

sociological circles.  Ed Stetzer, in his report to Lifeway Research in 2008, cedes authority on 

nomenclature to Jones, writing, “The New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier 

bears the weight of its endorsers as ‘the’ definitive ‘explication and explanation’ of emergent.”51  

Scot McKnight, a theologian loosely connected to the ECM, uses Jones’ definitions as well, with 

one slight but important divergence.  Speaking at Westminster Theological Seminary in October 

of 2006, McKnight said, “‘emerging’ is not the same as ‘emergent.’ Please listen. ‘Emergent’ 

refers to Emergent Village . . . ‘Emerging,’ on the other hand, is bigger, broader, and deeper.”52  

Like Jones, McKnight distinguishes between those connected to Emergent Village and the 

broader movement, but, rather than distinguishing via capitalization, McKnight creates a division 

based upon suffix. 

 A discussion of terms regarding the ECM is important for understanding the movement 

for several reasons.  First, formal classification as an intellectual practice, and, more importantly, 

resistance to it, is a critical concept for the ECM.  Building on the work of Derrida and other 

postmodern thinkers, many in the ECM value deconstruction as an individual and collective 

spiritual practice.  John D. Caputo, a Derrida scholar with close ties to Ikon and others active in 

the ECM, writes, “deconstruction is treated as the hermeneutics of the kingdom of God, as an 
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interpretive style that helps get at the prophetic spirit of Jesus.”53  Caputo argues that, rather than 

being a tool for the dismantling of Christianity, deconstruction can be a way of getting at the 

very heart of the Christian message.  ECM practitioners model this through the common process 

of deconverting, an often painful release of former religious beliefs and affiliations.  As a result, 

many within the ECM are resistant to any form of labelling as it results, in their view, from an 

unnecessary and most likely destructive systematizing impulse.  Though this concern may well 

be legitimate, because deconstruction is an intellectual practice rooted in the analysis of terms, 

terms themselves become significant. 

 A second reason this discussion is important is it points to the way many within the ECM 

understand the movement in its broader context.  Tony Jones, Brian McLaren, and others have 

alluded to the origin story behind the word ‘emerge’ and the meaning it has taken on.  McLaren, 

in his book A Generous Orthodoxy (a text, coincidentally, Phyllis Tickle refers to in the foreword 

as “our 95 theses”), writes briefly about the term, describing it as a word borrowed from 

environmental science that refers to the “small saplings that grow up in the shadow of the mature 

forest canopy.”54  For McLaren, Jones, Tickle and others, the ECM is the sapling which is 

growing up beneath the shadow of a dense Christian forest.  From this perspective, the ECM is 

an outsider group, an Other defining itself as Other against the Christian hegemony.  This 

perspective generates an attitude of distinction and opposition and, thus, specificity about terms 

becomes paramount. 

 A third reason this discussion of nomenclature is important is purely practical.  If this 

religious movement is to be discussed historically, sociologically, or otherwise, it is useful to 
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have a standardized name for it.  Emergent, as a term, hews too closely to an association with 

Emergent Village, an important but by no means all-encompassing organization within the scope 

of the movement.  Emergence (a term used on occasion by Phyllis Tickle and several others), on 

the other hand, seems far too grandiose, inaccurate, and lacking in consistent usage. Because of 

its adherence to the original meaning of the word as used by McLaren and the rest of the Young 

Leadership Network, because of its breadth in relating to the movement as a whole by McKnight 

and others, and because it is listed as such in the Encyclopedia of Religion in America, it will be 

referred to here as the Emerging Church Movement, or ECM. 

 

Emergent Village: A Metaphoric History 

 In 1991 Douglas Coupland published Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture.  A 

frame story about the trials and tribulations of young Americans in their twenties, the book went 

on to become a sleeper hit, and the term “Generation X” became the de facto term used to define 

those born between 1961 and 1981.55  Members of Generation X were considered the first 

postmodern generation, a group of Americans born into a culture of rampant materialism and, as 

a result, a group of Americans disenfranchised from mainstream cultural, economic and religious 

systems.  Though studies have since dispelled this perception as a stereotype (most notably Jon 

D. Miller’s 2011 report titled, “Active, Balanced, and Happy”), Christian ministers in the 1990s 

were distressed over their inability to connect with this new crop of twenty-somethings.56  In the 

cover story of the September 1994 issue of Christianity Today, Andres Tapia writes of 
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Generation X, “whatever one calls these 38 million young men and women . . . what makes them 

unique is that they are the first generation to grow up in a post-Christian America.”57  In an effort 

to address this problem, the Leadership Network, a nonprofit organization focused on helping 

“foster innovation movements that Activate the Church to greater impact,” held a forum in 1996 

to discuss new methods of bringing members of Generation X into the church.58  This forum was 

followed by a conference in 1997 in Mount Hermon, California, and the instatement of Doug 

Pagitt as the coordinator of the Leadership Network’s Young Leadership Network (YLN).59  

Pagitt had most recently been a youth minister at Wooddale Church in Edina, Minnesota, a 

suburb of Minneapolis, and is currently on staff at Solomon’s Porch, one of the most prominent 

ECM congregations un the U.S.  Pagitt was tasked by the Leadership Network with finding a 

Christian leader who could effectively communicate with members of Generation X in a way 

other megachurch pastors in the 1990s were reaching Baby Boomers. 

 One of Pagitt’s initial actions as YLN Coordinator was to host a series of retreats for a 

small group of pastors that would come to be known informally as the “group of 20.”60  This 

group of ministers met all across the country in small groups, and included Chris Seay, Mark 

Driscoll, and Brian McLaren, among others.61  The title of these retreats was “Gen X 1.0.”62  

One of these retreats, held in Glen Eyrie, Colorado, became a turning point for YLN.  During the 
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multi-day meeting, Brad Cecil, then of Pantego Bible Church in Fort Worth, Texas, was asked to 

give his assessment of the North American church’s ideological situation.  Cecil responded, 

“OK, I think you have it all wrong.”63 

 Prior to his involvement with YLN, Cecil had undergone an intellectual and spiritual 

crisis which had led him to begin reading twentieth century philosophers like Jacque Derrida and 

Gilles Deleuze.  At a conference in the mid-1990s at Villanova University, Cecil had come into 

contact with John Caputo, a Derrida scholar and, in later years, contributor to ECM discourse 

through titles like What Would Jesus Deconstruct? and Hoping Against Hope (Confessions of a 

Postmodern Pilgrim).64  Cecil, building on this experience, proceeded to deliver an overview of 

Western philosophical thought at Glen Eyrie, beginning with the early church fathers and St. 

Augustine and ending with Richard Rorty.65  Cecil argued that during the medieval period, truth 

was mediated by mystical experience, and that the originator of truth was the divine.  During the 

Enlightenment and Modern periods, truth was mediated by texts, and humanity was seen as the 

originator of truth.  Western civilization was now in a postmodern period in which truth was 

mediated by a synthesis of mystical experience and enlightenment empiricism.  Cecil located the 

origination of this period with Wittgenstein and the publication of the Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus in 1921, and called this the “Age of Enlightened Mysticism.”66  For Cecil, the 

church’s problem reaching Generation X went beyond just a communication disconnect, as many 
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at the conference has previously suggested; the church’s problem stemmed from its being a 

product of an outdated epistemological mode. 

Practices common to future ECM congregations began to take shape after Cecil 

introduced the idea of enlightened mysticism, most notably a heightened emphasis on 

conversation and dialogue as a means to not only understanding truth, but experiencing it.  

Describing YLN practice in 2001, Brad Smith, then the president of Leadership Network (YLN’s 

parent organization), said that they use, “a "forum-style" process that doesn't force a particular 

agenda.  The process allows the selection of a group of leaders around a common affinity, the 

right environment to learn from each other, and the ability for Leadership Network to understand 

the implications of the discussion so other groups can be 'spurred' to greater innovation.”67  The 

practice of generating forum-style discussions became central to the work done by YLN during 

this time as they wrestled with what they perceived to be the collision of postmodern thought and 

traditional evangelical church practice, and it remained a primary form of ecclesial practice once 

the ECM was formed. 

 

Breaking New Ground 

 In 1998, Pagitt organized a conference in Glorieta, New Mexico called the “National Re-

Evaluation Forum” in order to bring more church leaders into contact with the ideas generated at 

the Glen Eyrie retreat.  Glorieta had been the site of a number of prominent evangelical 

gatherings since it was first opened by the Southern Baptist Convention in 1952, and by holding 

the conference there Paggitt and the rest of YLN sought to connect the event to a more 

traditional conception of evangelical authority while maintaining a commitment to 
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ecclesiological innovation.  More than just talk at pastors and ministers, Pagitt hoped to 

demonstrate the kinds of practices YLN was beginning to develop.  Having met earlier when 

both were serving as youth ministers in Minnesota, Pagitt invited Tony Jones to work at the 

conference as the leader of a youth ministry cohort.68  Jones instantly connected with many of 

the other leaders, and became an integral part of subsequent YLN activities.  After leading the 

YLN for 3 years, Pagitt stepped down in 1999 in order to found Solomon’s Porch, and was 

replaced by Jason Mitchell, a well-known church planter.69  Though Pagitt was no longer 

formally leading YLN, he remained involved in many of its activities, speaking at conferences 

and engaging in forums with other speakers.  In early 2000, a new network under the provenance 

of YLN was formed for the purpose of encouraging experimentation with church practice.  This 

network, named “The Terra Nova Project,” involved many of the same ministers involved with 

YLN’s early group of 20, including Brian McLaren and Brad Cecil.70  Describing Terra Nova’s 

mission and its participants, Brad Smith states, “These Groundbreakers are a new breed with a 

new calling, new tone and new priorities. They spend more time experimenting with new 

creations than critiquing past assumptions.”71  Terra Nova held a series of national conferences 

from 2000 to 2002 in Texas, California, Missouri, New Mexico, and Wisconsin. 

 A conference call took place in May of 2001 between six YLN and Terra Nova leaders: 

Doug Pagitt, Brian McLaren, Tim Keel, Chris Seay, Tim Condor, and Brad Cecil.72  In this 
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teleconference, these six men discussed their takes on the importance of theology, their critiques 

of the churches within which they served, and their growing differences with Leadership 

Network.  Despite supporting much of their early activity, Leadership Network’s executive level 

staff had grown increasingly uncomfortable with the distance some YLN participants were 

putting between themselves and what they perceived to be orthodox evangelicalism.  Of 

particular concern to many involved with YLN were ecclesial structures.  Everything from the 

types of denominational hierarchies in place in various institutions to the forms of music and 

orders of worship came under scrutiny by YLN participants.  This questioning of method from a 

theological perspective put the leadership of Leadership Network ill at ease because of their 

stated goal of focusing pragmatically on church practice.  In the conference call, the six YLN 

leaders wanted to create a more formal structure within which to explore theological questions, 

and they wanted to develop a term to label this structure.  The word ‘emergent’ was settled upon, 

based on the phrase ‘the Church Emergent’ popularized several years prior by the progressive 

Christian blogger Andrew Jones.73  YLN was then officially disbanded, and Emergent Village 

formed. 

 The formation of Emergent Village, and the concurrent dissolution of YLN and Terra 

Nova, marked a cessation in funding and official support from Leadership Network.  In its 

earliest formation, Emergent Village existed as a mostly egalitarian organization consisting of 

volunteers under the direction of an unpaid Coordinating Council.74  The group also selected 

Tony Jones to function as their National Coordinator.  The first event organized by Emergent 
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Village was “The Emergent Gathering” held in Glorieta, New Mexico in 2003.  Though 

relatively small, the Emergent Gathering continued annually until 2007, increasing in attendance 

each successive year. 

 

Boom and Bust 

 Until 2003, the history of the ECM and the history of Emergent Village are one and the 

same.  The birth of Emergent Village, however, spawned the birth of myriad other ECM 

services, churches, conferences, and conversations.  Over the course of the next six years, new 

organizations, such as Presbymergent for Emerging Presbyterians, were formed.  New 

congregations such as Jacob’s Well in Kansas City or Ecclesia in Houston took shape.  

Conferences, like the Wild Goose Festival held annually in Hot Springs, North Carolina, began 

taking place.  Growth in the ECM has been difficult to measure formally, but one data set, 

collected in 2005 by Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, identified about 200 networks that could 

be labelled emerging.75  These networks include large multi-site entities like Emergent Village, 

individual congregations like House of All Sinners and Saints in Denver, Colorado, and internet-

only groups like Darkwood Brew and TheOOZE.com. 

 Emergent Village remained active during this time, hosting conferences, supplying 

congregations with speakers, and maintaining their internet presence at emergentvillage.com.  

The website particularly became an important gathering place for ECM participants.  At the 

Emergent Village site, numerous writers, both those formally associated with Emergent Village, 

like Brian McLaren, and those not, like Micky Jones, were able to write blog posts and host 

discussions.  Resources for those curious about theology or philosophy were made available on 
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the Emergent Village site, and information about congregations sympathetic to ECM points of 

view could be obtained.  Emergent Village also contracted with Baker Publishing Group to 

produce a line of officially sanctioned emergent texts, with titles such as Thy Kingdom 

Connected by Dwight J. Friesen and An Emergent Manifesto of Hope by Doug Pagitt and Tony 

Jones.76  During this time, Emergent Village worked with other Christian organizations as well, 

most notably Mike Yaconelli’s group Youth Specialities and the National Pastor’s Convention.77 

 Momentum in the ECM began to slow, however, in 2008.  On October 31, 2008, the 

Emergent Village board of directors voted to eliminate the National Coordinator position, 

removing Tony Jones from his leadership position with the group.78  The stated purpose of this 

shift was to, “reclaim the Village’s founding purpose as an ‘egalitarian social-networking 

organization.’”79  Other sources indicate, however, that the move may have been motivated by 

financial concerns and internal disagreements over the nature of Jones’ leadership.80  After this, 

in January of 2010, an exchange between Andrew Jones and Tony Jones erupted across both of 

their blogs and on Twitter.  The initial back-and-forth centered on the continuing influence of the 

ECM for Christianity as a whole, and the use of the term “radical.”81  As a part of this 
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discussion, Tony Jones communicated a distinction he made between a legal marriage and a 

covenantal marriage.  These comments coincided with Tony Jones’ divorce, remarriage, and 

accusations of having had an affair during his first marriage.  In the comment section of Andrew 

Jones’ blog, “TallSkinnyKiwi,” and in the comment sections of other ECM-affiliated blogs, 

Tony Jones’ ex-wife, Julie McMahon, made claims about negative treatment she had received 

from her ex-husband and from other ECM leaders.  Her most pointed criticisms were leveled at 

Doug Pagitt, who she claimed tried to have her committed to a mental institution in order to 

make it easier for Tony Jones to quietly divorce her and preserve the good press associated with 

the release of his newest book.   

 Though these allegations remain unverified and highly contested by all involved parties, 

the effect they had on the ECM as a whole was profoundly negative.  John Piper, a Minnesota-

based pastor and frequent critic of the ECM, decried Jones and the ECM in a much-circulated 

YouTube video.  Released March 24, 2010, Piper declares the ECM, “a fading reality,” and goes 

on to say, “its leadership is in shambles, and I could give you horrible specifics from personal 

lives.”82  Piper’s criticism was in keeping with other sentiments about the state of the ECM.  

Andrew Jones, previously a vocal supporter of and participant in the ECM, published a post 

entitled “Goodbyes to Emergent Village,” in which he writes, “I will not be using the emerging 

church vocabulary . . . also over is any official relationship I have left with one of those 

emerging church groups called Emergent Village.”83  Other ECM participants chimed in as well 

during this time, including Brian McLaren in a post entitled “Is the Emerging Church Movement 
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Fizzling Out?,” and Tony Jones in a post entitled, “Is the Emergent Church Dead?,” both written 

in 2012.84 

 In 2013, Emergent Village sold its website and reduced itself to a blog channel on 

Patheos, a web portal geared towards hosting blogs from a variety of religious points of view.  

Emergent Village also ceased producing content on either its Facebook page or Twitter feed, and 

it discontinued its publishing contract with Baker Publishing.  Though blog posts do regularly 

appear, the channel was renamed “Emerging Voices” after a post by Mike Clawson declared in 

its title, “Emergent Village is NOT Dead.  It’s Just Different Now. . .”85  According to Clawson, 

“Emergent Village seems to be a victim of its own success.  As emergent ideals filter throughout 

the broader church, EV itself sometimes appears to lack a distinctive identity or purpose.”86  

Clawson alludes in his post to the decline of Emergent Village, and of the ECM as a whole.  

Emergent Village/Emerging Voices exists now as a shadow of its former self, and none of its 

former Board of Directors participate in its management. 

 

Emerging Practice 

 Numerous individuals have attempted to define the different strands of ECM practice 

since the formation of Emergent Village in 2001, at times in order to critique the ECM and at 

times to support.  Mark Driscoll, for example, wrote in 2006 that there were three types of ECM 

practitioners: Relevants, Reconstructionists, and Revisionists.  Driscoll, an early leader in YLN, 
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discontinued participating in ECM activities in 2003 after developing significant theological 

differences with Emergent Village, and it is not difficult to discern based upon his classificatory 

language that he is leveling criticism at certain individuals active in the ECM.  Relevants, the 

more generously titled sub-group, are described as “theologically conservative evangelicals,” 

while Revisionists are pronounced, “theologically liberal.”87  Scot McKnight, on the other hand, 

defines the ECM much more generously in an attempt to support it.  McKnight calls the ECM a 

“lake” with “four rivers” flowing into it.88  The four rivers streaming into “Lake Emerging,” for 

McKnight, are “postmodern, praxis, postevangelical, and politics.”89  McKnight describes the 

ECM essentially as a politically left-leaning, anti-institutional group of people focused upon a 

reorientation towards practice over belief for the sake of critiquing meta-narratives in keeping 

with postmodern tradition.  McKnight vocally identifies particularly with the postmodern aspect 

of the ECM, as well as its generally progressive political perspective, and thus paints a glowing 

picture of the movement as a whole. 

 The question remains, then, as to how ECM practice can be defined and categorized 

without folding in latent praise or critique.  The most efficient method is to examine 

commonalities between numerous ECM activities, and to then describe consistent patterns of 

thought and behavior.  In doing this with the ECM, several key trends emerge that can serve to 

demarcate the ECM and its various sub-groups. 

 The first significant aspect of ECM practice is the notion of faith as dialogue or 

conversation.  According to Marti and Ganiel, “People in the Emerging Church Movement 
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(ECM) can’t stop talking.  They talk and write continually both face to face and through social 

media.”90  This emphasis on dialogue is intended to be a critique of the traditional church 

practice of mediating truth through lectures or sermons.  For many engaging in ECM activities, 

the traditional means of receiving truth, ideas, or doctrine is too linear, and, as a result, 

discourages genuine spiritual engagement.  A better way, the ECM contends, to encourage 

people to connect with belief statements and theological concepts is to foster spaces in which 

numerous voices can be heard.  Describing a typical meeting at Solomon’s Porch in 2005, Kim 

Lawton says for Religion and Ethics Newsweekly, “Every member has a say in what happens.  

They don’t call it a Sunday worship service; it’s a worship gathering, and it happens on Sunday 

evenings.  Pagitt doesn’t preach sermons, he leads discussions.  No question is off limits.”91  An 

important component of this method of spiritual practice is the breaking down of power 

structures.  By not preaching sermons, and by communicating freely with those in the 

congregation, Pagitt intends to de-position himself as an authority figure.  This move to eschew 

hierarchy informs much of the activity in the ECM. 

 Another important component of ECM practice is the notion of plurality.  Central to the 

ECM’s critique of traditional evangelicalism is that adherence to orthodoxy necessarily means 

the exclusion of a vast swath of humanity.  In A Generous Orthodoxy, McLaren writes: 

  To add insult to injury, nearly all orthodoxies of Christian history have shown a disdain  
 for other religions of the world: Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, atheism, etc.  A generous 
 orthodoxy of the kind explored in this book, while never pitching its tent in the valley of  
 relativism, nevertheless seeks to see members of other religions and nonreligions not as  
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 enemies but as beloved neighbors, and, whenever possible, as dialogue partners and even  
 collaborators.92  
  
Throughout A Generous Orthodoxy, and in other works like Why did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, 

and Mohammed Cross the Road?, McLaren attempts to walk a fine line between a universalistic 

approach to religious pluralism and a more exclusivist take on Christian dogma.  This tension 

informs much ECM activity, and it plays a part in the emphasis on conversation as opposed to 

preaching.  In a conversation, there is significant room for divergent belief and opinion that is 

absent, ECM participants would contend, from the traditional Christian practice of delivering or 

hearing a sermon.  An example of this is a practice begun at Ikon, but now being performed in 

various ECM groups across the country, called “Atheism for Lent.”93  As a part of Atheism for 

Lent, ECM participants renounce their belief in God for forty days, choosing, instead of reading 

the Bible or praying, to complete a series of readings from atheist historians, psychologists, and 

philosophers.  The purpose of this exercise is not to actually become an atheist at the end of forty 

days, but to inculcate in the participant’s faith a higher degree of flexibility and tolerance. 

 A third significant ECM concept is that of praxis.  Because of the existence of a plurality 

of beliefs and opinions (even under the umbrella of Christianity), and because heterodoxic 

grouping is encouraged, religious performance takes precedent over religious belief in ECM 

communities.  Peter Rollins writes:  

 I picture the emerging community as a significant part of a wider religious movement  
 which rejects both absolutism and relativism which hide their human origins in the  
 modern myth of pure reason.  Instead of following the Greek-influenced idea of   
 orthodoxy as right belief. . . the emerging community is helping us to rediscover the more 
 Hebraic and mystical notion of the orthodox Christian who believes in the right way.94 
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Rollins makes a distinction here between holding to a rigid doctrinal system and participating in 

a ritual system regardless of doctrine.  This attitude is prevalent in ECM activities, as evidenced 

by the fusion of contemporary evangelical behaviors, such as worship led by a rock ensemble, 

and pre-Enlightenment Christian behaviors, such as the lighting of candles or the practice of 

lectio divina.  The purpose of this ancient-modern, or, as Webber terms it, “ancient-future,” ritual 

practice is to involve both the body and the emotions into a Christian practice many involved 

with the ECM felt had been reduced to a purely intellectual exercise.95 

 There are numerous other distinctions that could be made regarding the ECM, but that are 

ultimately less significant.  The emphasis on technological interaction, for example, or the 

emphasis upon political action, stand out.  These traits, while prevalent, are not universal across 

the ECM spectrum.  Neo-monastic communities, like Shane Claiborne’s The Simple Way in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania do not stress the importance of blog-writing for example, and 

Anglimergent, a blog for emerging Anglicans and Episcopalians, does not emphasize political 

involvement.  Regardless of these lesser distinctives, at the root of all ECM activity is an 

awareness of Christianity as a Western meta-narrative, and an effort to deconstruct it.  By 

shifting to conversation over sermon, ECM participants hope to break down denominational 

hierarchies and the authority structure inherent in a typical Protestant service.  By attempting to 

generate nuanced conceptions of plurality, ECM groups try to critique dogmatic certainty.  By 

favoring orthopraxy over orthodoxy, the ECM works to integrate the body, the heart, and the 

mind into ritual practice in response to a perception of the absence of the body or the heart in 

contemporary Protestantism.  Taken together, ECM practice can be seen as a deliberate move 
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against the elements of modernity perceived to be at the heart of twentieth century 

evangelicalism, and an embrace of self-identified postmodern concepts. 

 

More Than a Movement 

 In light of the history and practice of the ECM, a classificatory problem emerges.  How 

aptly can the ECM be limited, as Marti and Ganiel argue, to those with a particular religious 

orientation?  Is the ECM, as Bielo suggests, strictly a cultural critique?  Using the term 

‘movement’ insinuates organizational coherence and unity of belief.  Though much of the ECM 

world centered in the early 2000’s around Emergent Village, it had no formal creed nor any 

theological monopoly.  This allowed groups with ECM characteristics to exist across the United 

States in a variety of guises and with connections to a variety of preexistent organizational 

structures. Critique was certainly a fundamental element of all of these groups, but some retained 

connection to existing denominational structures, while others removed themselves entirely.  

Additionally, while deconstruction is an important concept for the ECM, it more readily 

describes the intent of ritual or organizational activity as opposed to the identity of a given 

individual.  Definition strictly along the lines of orientation or resistance proves ultimately 

inadequate in the face of the full breadth of the ECM. 

 In order to better define the ECM, two things must be considered.  First, the historical 

moment of the ECM’s creation places it on a cultural crossroads.  Stephen Ellingson, building 

off of the work of Jackson Carroll, argues that tradition consists of two components, “archive 

and activity.”96  As an archive, Ellingson writes, “tradition is a repository of symbolic forms.”97  
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As an activity, tradition informs contemporary religious behavior.  In the 1990’s, many 

American Protestants experienced a schism between the archival and activist functions of 

tradition.  While these practitioners continued to connect with the activitist component, the 

archival component became segmented and separate, and many of them experienced a moment 

of crisis.  The second consideration is the influence of postmodernity upon identity construction.  

As evidenced by the concern over Generation X, by the mid-1990’s postmodernity was very 

much on the American church’s radar.  This signaled, more than anything else, a shift in the way 

Christian identities were being formed.  According to sociologist David Lyon, “Religious 

identities today are being reconstructed to overcome the felt disjuncture between the legacy of 

conventional identities, with their traditional, linear progression, and the diverse experiences 

cobbled together under the sign of mobility.”98  Lyon points out the importance of the tension 

between traditional forms of identity construction in the Church through instruction and legacy, 

and newer forms of identity construction through a pastiche of perhaps incongruous experiences.  

This tension had a destabilizing effect for many.  Taken together, both considerations reveal a 

situation ripe for the birth of something new. 

 What emerged from this instance of friction was less a movement, however, and more, 

drawing on the work of Colin Campbell, a milieu.  Campbell describes, in his 1972 article, “The 

Cult, the Cultic Milieu, and Secularization,” the existence of a “cultural underground” in which a 

whole host of New Religious Movements (NRMs) jostle against one another, rising and falling 

in a heterodox landscape set against the dominant orthodoxy.99  Campbell’s cultic milieu 
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incorporates a whole host of religious identities, and is structured around the unifying concepts 

of seekership, syncretism, and mysticism.  The ECM looks and acts remarkably like Cambell’s 

cultic milieu.  First and foremost, the ECM functions as a kind of underground against the 

backdrop of orthodox Christian structures.  Marti and Ganiel point out that ECM participants are 

often caricatured as being “reactionary,” but they argue this is the case only because ECM 

participants possess a religious identity of deconstruction and not necessarily of 

reconstruction.100  In reality, the ECM is caricatured as reactionary because it is exactly that.  

Bielo points this out repeatedly in his work.  “Emerging Evangelicalism,” he writes, “is a 

movement defined by a deeply felt disenchantment toward America’s conservative Christian 

subculture.”101  Without a hegemonic orthodoxy to push against, the ECM would have been 

boundless and unable to sustain its existence. 

 The ECM is more than just this reaction, however.  Campbell’s cultic milieu, in addition, 

allows for a broad range of fluctuating groups and self-understandings.  This is the case because 

the cultic milieu is structured around seekership and syncretism.  Describing the culture of the 

milieu, Campbell writes, “individuals who ‘enter’ the cultic milieu at any one point frequently 

travel rapidly through a wide variety of movements and beliefs.”102  Participants in the ECM 

behave similarly: a common narrative in the ECM is an introduction through the reading of a 

book, occasional visits to a local cohort or conversation group, and the eventual development of 

a unique, individualistic spiritual sense of self that may or may not align with an existing creed 
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or denomination, and may or may not continue to evolve over time.  Just as in Campbell’s 

milieu, media, such as books and magazines (or, for ECM participants, blogs and podcasts), 

serve as entry points and points of continued connection.  A push for syncretism exists in the 

ECM, too, as groups combine and dissolve over time.  Hyphenate emerging groups exist across 

the board, from Presbymergents to Baptimergents, in which orthodox denominational theology is 

combined with ECM language and structure.  Some ECM groups have experimented as well 

with short term church projects that arise for a set amount of time in order to deal with a specific 

issue, then disband.  In both of these contexts, the ECM displays a highly flexible belief structure 

capable of sustaining recombination, restructuring, and radically altered organizational 

paradigms. 

 Lastly, as with Campbell’s cultic milieu, the ECM displays a distinct tendency towards 

mysticism.  According to Campbell, the mystical component of the cultic milieu, “emphasizes 

that the single ideal of unity with the divine can be attained by a diversity of paths,” and that, “no 

matter how diverse or how many versions of the truth there are, all can lead to the same all-

encompassing truth.”103  Many within the bounds of the ECM would be hesitant to use the 

language of mysticism to describe their religious point of view.  Yet the mysticism Campbell 

describes fits succinctly into much of the rhetoric concerning pluralism in the ECM.  For 

example, Tony Jones writes, “the emergent response to pluralism is always ad hoc, always 

contextual, always situational.  It does not lend itself to tidy books or simple blog posts.”104  

Jones goes on to describe the ECM as “pluriform and multivocal.”105  Though Jones does not go 
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so far as to suggest that all religious paths lead to one divine truth, he does hint at the concept of 

a recognizable truth buried amidst the complexity of multi-faith interaction.  Speaking more 

explicitly, Rob Bell, a popular religious writer with connections to the ECM, says, “If it is true, if 

it is beautiful, if it is honorable, if it is right, then claim it. Because it is from God. And you 

belong to God.”106  Bell neatly enmeshes New Testament language here with a call to seek out 

truth wherever one might find it.  This mystical notion of truth facilitates the fluctuations of the 

milieu and the inclusion of diverse religious elements across its breadth. 

 

What’s Behind Channel Number Three? 

 In August of 2013, the Values Voters Summit was held in Washington, D.C.  Hosted by 

the Family Research Council, and highlighted by keynote addresses from Paul Ryan, Rand Paul, 

and Marco Rubio, the conference focused upon what it claimed were the three “channels the 

adversary is using to bring America down.”107  According to the developers of the Summit, these 

three adversaries were Communism, Islam, and, much to the surprise of many, the ECM.  

Though the ECM’s inclusion on this list of adversaries was not taken seriously by most outside 

of the conference, its inclusions as a dominant threat indicates the level of popular awareness the 

ECM has garnered since its development in the late 1990s and early 2000’s.  The ECM remains a 

relatively under-studied entity, and, despite the recent efforts of Gerardo Marti, Gladys Ganiel, 

and James Bielo, a relatively misunderstood one as well.  An examination of the ECM reveals it 
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to be a progressive Christian movement that centers on the practice of deconstruction as a form 

of resistance, particularly through its approaches to discussion, the plurality of belief, and the 

centrality of ritual performance.  A broader heuristic provides a more complete picture, however. 

The ECM exists as a religious milieu in the tradition of Campbell’s cultic milieu.  Like 

Campbell’s milieu, the ECM is a heterodox network of fluctuating groups and actors that is 

positioned against the backdrop of evangelical Christianity, and is united by threads of 

mysticism, seekership, and syncretism that run throughout.  Viewed as a milieu, the ECM’s 

position as a site of productive tension within and against evangelicalism is most clear. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

EMERGING FROM THE RUBBLE: POST-9/11 CULTURE AND THE 

GROWTH OF THE ECM 

 

 
On the morning of September 11, 2001, the Reverend Dr. Fred Burnham was in lower 

Manhattan at Trinity Church on Wall Street.  At 8:46 AM, when American Airlines Flight 11 

struck the North Tower of the World Trade Center, Burnham was preparing Rowan Williams, 

the Archbishop of Canterbury, for a filmed series of devotionals the church was producing.  The 

two men spent the rest of the morning attempting to escape the destruction around them as the 

collision of the second plane, United Airlines Flight 175, into the South Tower of the World 

Trade Center blew out the windows of the church and sent debris crashing around them.  

Burnham and Williams presumed it would be their end.  According to Burnham, “We were 

comrades in the face of death, and in that moment I discovered the true meaning of being: it is to 

be with, to be in relationship with, and the love of God, nothing. . . . nothing can separate us.”108  

The events of that morning, and the ensuing relief effort put on by Trinity Church, were 

transformational for Burnham.  Trained in theology and the history of science, Burnham had 

devoted significant study to chaos, network theory, and notions of emergence.  The relief effort 

at St. Paul’s Chapel, directly across the street from Ground Zero, gave Burnham a chance to 

witness the spontaneous emergence of a relief network that eschewed traditional organizational 

structures.  At the same time, Burnham was reading, “Brian McLaren’s book, . . . and a book by 

Bolger and Gibbs.”109  These texts served as a filter for Burnham’s experiences on September 11 
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and its aftermath, and they drew him to the Emerging Church, for it was there he witnessed a 

Christian group dealing directly with the notions of networks and emergence present in the wake 

of the terrorist attacks.  “The emergent church gave theological legs to network theory,” 

Burnham claims.110 

 Despite his presence at Ground Zero, Burnham’s individual experience of post-9/11 

attraction to the ECM is not unique.  In the wake of this catastrophe, American cultural discourse 

shifted tremendously, opening the door for increased religious dialogue to enter the mainstream.  

While this primarily worked in favor of evangelical Christians, who, empowered by their 

perceived role in the recent election of President George W. Bush, moved to the forefront of 

discussion, it also allowed resistance groups, like the ECM, to develop into robust, multi-faceted 

actors on the American cultural stage.  According to cultural historian Jeffrey Melnick, “’Post-

9/11 indexes a profound rupture in time and space.  It is clear that the events of 9/11 shape not 

only our understanding of nearly everything in the political and cultural lives of Americans since 

that date, but that those events also shape our understanding of much of what came before.”111  

The events of September 11, 2001 changed everything in American culture, Melnick contends, 

and, though he speaks only of art and politics in his work, it is impossible not to extend the 

coverage of the term ‘post-9/11’ to religion as well.  Though the tragic events of September 11, 

2001 served as a catalyst for paradigmatic change across the board for religious groups in the 

United States, no other group benefited more profoundly from this acceleration of cultural 

change than did the ECM.  Because of its approach to decentralized authority, theological 

flexibility, and its readiness to provide an alternative to the rhetoric of the Religious Right, the 
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ECM was able to capitalize on its preexistent tensions with evangelicalism and develop into a 

more robust set of organizations. 

 

 
Locating Culture 

 

The term ‘culture’ can often be a complex and problematic one.  Raymond Williams 

famously said, “Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English 

language.”112  He goes on to say that this is so, “mainly because it has now come to be used for 

important concepts in several distinct and incompatible systems of thought.”113  Though 

Williams is referring here to the ideological schema he regularly engaged in either refuting or 

propagating during his career, his critique is nonetheless useful.  Culture means different things 

to different people, depending on their academic and disciplinary background, and it is worth 

taking a moment to assess how the term can be most fruitfully deployed when discussing the 

events of 9/11 and the ECM. 

 Culture exists vaguely in popular parlance as a catch-all term for the arts.  Evidence for 

this can be seen in the subtitle for the New York Times’ “Arts Beat” blog, which reads “The 

Culture at Large,” or the reverse in The Guardian, whose Culture section is subtitled, “Arts and 

Entertainment.”  At other times, culture is used as a term that insinuates national or ethnic 

boundaries.  Individuals will discuss, for example, German or French culture, and mean the 

collective practices – artistic, linguistic, culinary, or otherwise – that distinguish one politically 

unified and separate body from another.  In the business world, culture is often thought of as a 
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term that applies to an organizations’ collective non-sales directed practices.  According to 

businessdictionary.com, an online resource geared towards entrepreneurs and corporate 

managers, culture is, “the values and behaviors that contribute to the unique social and 

psychological environment of an organization.”114  In the scientific community, the term culture 

is often applied to material that develops under specific conditions.  Culture, in this case, is 

carefully bounded, and often divorced entirely from human organization. 

 The purpose of delineating these general understandings of the term culture is to 

demonstrate its broadly polythetic quality in popular culture and media.  Within the world of 

academia, more robust and concrete definitions exist, principally because discourses concerning 

such definitions have persisted for centuries.  Clifford Geertz points this out in the introductory 

section of his 1973 work The Interpretation of Cultures when he describes the scholarly pursuit 

of a concrete notion of culture as a “conceptual morass.”115  Geertz delves fully into this morass, 

however, and produces a highly functional, helpful conception.  Geertz writes, “Believing, with 

Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take 

culture to be those webs.”116  For Geertz, culture is a semiotic system that provides meaning and 

form to the world surrounding its participants.  It consists of interlaced, and interlocking, loci of 

information, and is both theoretical, in the sense that it is immaterial, and embodied, in the sense 

that it is enacted materially in people and the things to which they ascribe meaning.  Geertz goes 
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on to discuss cultures as models of reality, or, as philosopher Kevin Schilbrack summarizes it, 

“symbolic conceptions of the general order of existence.”117 

 Geertz goes on to posit religion as a crucial form of cultural system.  In his now classic 

definition of religion, Geertz states at the outset, “a religion is: (1) a system of symbols.”118  This 

is another way of saying religion itself is a culture, a complex web of significance that provides 

meaning and order.  J.Z. Smith echoes a similar notion of religion when he states, “What we 

study when we study religion is one mode of constructing worlds of meaning, worlds within 

which men find themselves and in which they choose to dwell.”119  Religion, like culture, is a 

highly contested term, and the process of constructing an all-encompassing definition is not 

called for here.  Nonetheless, if religion is thought of as a culture, and culture is seen as a “world 

of meaning” in which people “choose to dwell,” the situation in the United States after 

September 11 becomes clearer. 

 

The 9/11 Moment 

Over a decade later, the events of September 11 remain seared into the collective memory 

of many in the United States.  In less than an hour, airplanes hijacked by al-Qaeda operatives 

flew into both World Trade Center towers in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington D.C., 

and a field southeast of Pittsburgh.  The World Trade Center toppled, sending a cloud of debris 

across the city of New York that was so large it could be photographed from outer space.  2,753 
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individuals died, and over 6,000 people were injured in what was the most damaging and costly 

attack on American property since the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941.120  FEMA spent 

roughly $970 million dollars on relief efforts in the wake of the attack, and over 1.8 million tons 

of debris were removed from New York City.121   

Even more damaging than the physical and economic toll, the events of September 11 

had a profound symbolic impact.  In the eyes of many Americans, the attack represented a 

cultural clash between the capitalist West and theocratically-minded Islamists (or, according to 

those less generous, the Christian United States and the Muslim world) that would set the tone of 

international relations for the next decade.  The terrorist attacks of September 11 functioned as 

an iconoclastic event within the milieu of modern American culture, in the sense that the 

violence and destruction shattered the symbolic image of state security and national progress.  

Prior to the events of 9/11, a key strand in the modern American web of significance was the 

security provided by the federal government.  Despite threats from war in Europe and Asia 

during the twentieth century, an underlying assumption informing mainstream public discourse 

was the strength and ability of American armed forces to keep violent conflict far from the 

shores of the continental United States.  Another key component of this web of significance was 

a liberal conception of progress.  Science and technology were moving forward, economically 

the nation was becoming more successful, and politically, despite the hiccups of events like 

Watergate and the hanging chads of the 2000 election, things were improving.   

All of this changed in a moment on September 11 as the towers fell to the ground.  Not 

only were American lives lost, and not only was immense property damage inflicted, but these al 
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Qaeda operatives committed symbolic (that is to say, cultural) violence of the highest order.  

People across the nation reeled in the wake of the disaster, and it was immediately evident that 

everything had changed.  According to journalist Martin Kettle, “I covered American politics for 

the Guardian for four years from 1997. I moved back to Britain towards the end of August 2001. 

Three weeks later, the country I had lived in ceased to exist.”122  In the absence of state security 

and the hope of progress, an eerie form of patriotism crept into the public square.  Literary 

scholar Terry Castle captures this mood when she writes, “Despite being until then your 

standard-issue California-dwelling, left-leaning feminist academic (sort of)—an English 

professor—I suddenly found myself delivering bellicose right-wing tirades.”123  Americans of all 

stripes and creeds were spontaneously singing Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America” and 

applying “Never Forget” bumper stickers to their automobiles.  Previously unheard of bipartisan 

action in congress led to the swift drafting and passage of the Patriot Act.  Numerous film and 

television programs were edited to reduce their resemblance to the images of the attack presented 

on news programs.  These actions, and the patriotic rhetoric that accompanied them, signified the 

deep instability present in the United States in the immediate wake of the attacks. 

 

Disaster Preparedness 

Though the ECM was in its infancy on September 11, 2001, in several critical ways it 

was in a prime position to respond to the disaster and America’s cultural response in its 

aftermath.  The evidences for its ability to grapple successfully with the issues presented by the 
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terrorist attack can be seen in its early, pre-9/11 developmental years; in the immediate wake of 

the catastrophe; and in the events of the following decade. 

 

The ECM and Authority 

One of the earliest goals of the ECM was to critique existing church hierarchical 

structures.  In a short piece featured on the Terra Nova website in April of 2001, Doug Paggitt 

describes the problem.  “Many of the emerging leaders in churches today,” he writes, “find the 

old metaphors of leadership so oddly placed when we are calling people to sacrifice, spirituality, 

peace, love and justice rather than participate in a prestigious organization.”124  Paggitt 

highlights an issue in this piece that Leadership Network, YLN, and Terra Nova had been 

wrestling with since 1996.  If corporate-style organizational hierarchies were culturally off-

putting, how could the church restructure itself in order to be more palatable to members of 

Generation X?  Put another way, how could the church structure itself in order to keep in step 

with the cultural attitudes of those making leadership decisions within it?  In this piece, Paggitt 

briefly mentions the different metaphors he thinks fail to capture the mission of the church.  

There is the “military metaphor,” which talks about troops and battle; the “agricultural 

metaphor,” which speaks of sheep and shepherds; the “sports metaphor,” which borrows ideas 

like game plans and coaching; the “business metaphor,” which speaks of CEOs and business 

meetings; and the “educator metaphor,” which talks about teachers and curriculum.125 

The failure of these various metaphors for hierarchical leadership structures is 

representative of the postmodern ideology these proto-ECM leaders were attempting to address.  
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In “Capitalism: A Very Special Delirium,” Gilles Deleuze says, “All societies are rational and 

irrational at the same time.  They are perforce rational in their mechanisms . . . yet all this 

presupposes codes or axioms which are not the product of chance, but which are not intrinsically 

rational either.”126  A vital component of postmodernity is the necessity of critiquing existing 

structures, be they economic, political, or organizational.  Deleuze calls for this critique when he 

accuses society of having rational mechanisms on the one hand, and irrational axiomatic ideas on 

the other.  One of the central irrational concepts critiqued by Deleuze, Guattari and others 

associated with postmodernity is the corporatized top-down bureaucratic model of organizational 

structure.  This critique has its roots in Marxist theory, but, rather than resulting in the 

proposition of a counter-system, postmodern critiques often conclude with uncertainty.  This is 

evident in Paggitt’s writing when he writes, “So what are we to call people and how are we to 

lead?  Let me begin by saying that I do not know.  Nor does anyone else.”127  Paggitt, in keeping 

with the postmodern tradition, doesn’t call people to a radical new system, nor does he argue he 

has a concrete answer to the problem.  Rather, he asks people to engage in dialogue with him.  

“We are in one of those times when asking the right questions is about all we can hope for . . . it 

requires a community effort and not a few experts.”128  By engaging in dialogue, seemingly 

democratic in nature, Paggitt and other ECM leaders not only call for a critique, but they engage 

in one.  Paggitt and others remove themselves from the authority position in terms of being the 

keepers of knowledge, and elevate lay people to an equal position.   
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By encouraging and engaging in critiques of organizational structure, the ECM was 

unknowingly positioning itself to respond to the events of September 11 in a radically effective 

way.  With the severing of the cultural strand that promoted state security, an authority problem 

quickly developed in American culture.  Trust eroded the possibility of questioning not only the 

leadership whose job it was to prevent such an attack, but the entire system which enabled these 

leaders to hold the kinds of power they had been granted in the first place.  One response to this 

instability was to double down on patriotic rhetoric, throwing unwavering support behind the 

Bush administration and proudly saying “God Bless America” when prompted.  The appeal of 

this approach should not be discounted: it was prevalent across social, economic, religious, and 

educational lines, and it worked its way into the consciousnesses of people on both sides of the 

political aisle. 

Another equally powerful approach was to use the instability of the moment to critique 

all forms of authority.   These sorts of critiques filtered throughout different aspects of American 

society, from pop culture to politics to academia.  Discussing American television post-9/11, 

cultural critic Amanda Lotz writes, “Across all of the 9/11-themed narratives (not just those set 

in police procedural stories), motifs about privacy erosion, stereotyping, social tolerance, racial 

profiling, due process violations, the changed social reality and options for activism recur with 

varying frequency.”129  Lotz argues that television can be used as a cultural forum, a national 

discourse in which various issues can be addressed through fictional portrayals of them.  The 

issues that she highlights as being most common in 9/11-themed narratives – privacy erosion, 

stereotyping, due process violations, and the rest – all demonstrate the presence of deep 

suspicion of state and social power structures. 
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The atmosphere of suspicion post-9/11 created the ideal environment for the ECM to 

prosper.  The anti-hierarchical attitude in mainstream culture necessarily filtered into the church, 

and when it did, the ECM was there, already armed with arguments against top-down approaches 

to leadership and willing to have conversations about establishing something new and different.  

The conversations and dialogue about leadership quickly developed into something that looked 

more like a network in design than anything else, and networks became the de facto way of 

talking about the way the ECM wanted the church to function.  In a 2007 interview, Brian 

McLaren states explicitly, “The medieval church expressed itself in hierarchies, while modern 

church was expressed in institutions and organizations.  Now, we see the emerging church as an 

expression of faith in a world of networks.  This network becomes more like a gravitational field 

than a machine.”130  McLaren traces an institutional history here, beginning with the medieval 

church (hierarchy), through the Enlightenment era (institution), and into the postmodern period 

(network).  This notion of history informed the organization of Emergent Village during the first 

decade of the twenty-first century as they privileged a website over a physical home office and a 

coordinating council over a board of directors.  In 2008, seven years after its formation and the 

events of 9/11, Emergent Village removed its National Coordinator position in an attempt to 

further embody the ideal of a network.  “We are gifting the power of Emergent back to the 

grassroots level of the conversation,” Tony Jones is reported to have said when the move was 

announced.131  Whether or not the ECM, and Emergent Village in particular, embody this 

network is debatable – critics of the movement have often leveled accusations that it has 
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privileged some individuals over others, and that informal hierarchies exist – but the cultural 

climate existed after 9/11 that would, for many people, attract them to the ECM on the promise 

that things would work differently. 

 

The ECM and Theology 

On the morning of September 11, Joseph Griesedieck was eating breakfast in midtown 

Manhattan.  An Episcopalian priest, he spent much of the rest of the day comforting his 

parishioners after the attack, and much of the next several weeks volunteering at Ground Zero.  

In an interview conducted in 2002, Griesedieck discussed the way the events of 9/11 shook his 

faith, saying, “After September 11th, the face of God was a blank slate for me. God couldn't be 

counted on in the way I thought God could be counted on. That's what I felt as I stood on Ground 

Zero. God seemed absent. And it was frightening because the attributes that I had depended upon 

had all been stripped away. And I was left with nothing but that thing we call faith. But faith in 

what? I wasn't so sure.”132  Griesedieck’s faith was shaken by the events of 9/11, an experience 

that was shared by many Americans as a result of the disaster.  Specifically, the events of 

September 11 posed a theodical problem for Americans of many religious perspectives, 

especially American evangelicals.  Put another way, 9/11 brought the theological problem of evil 

front and center in a singular and pressing way in American history. 

 Theodicy, the problem of evil, has a storied history in Christian theology.  Drawing on 

Epicurus, Augustine famously wrote in his Confessions in 398, “Whence, then, is evil?,” 
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meaning, essentially, if God is good, how can evil exist in the world?133  The classic articulation 

of this problem is best stated by philosopher J.L. Mackie, who pens in his 1955 essay “Evil and 

Omnipotence” the following line: “In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; 

God is wholly good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between these 

three propositions, so that if any two of them were true the third would be false.”134  By 

articulating it as a logic problem, Mackie presents the issue with clarity.  If the attributes 

traditionally ascribed to God within evangelical Christianity are true, how can evil, either 

through the malevolent actions of individual people or through the seeming indifference of 

nature, persist?  Various philosophers and theologians have attempted to unravel the puzzle, to 

varying degrees of success.  In the world of academia, the most innovative thinkers recently on 

the issue have been Alvin Plantinga, whose free will defense has been highly controversial, and 

Denys Turner, who has approached the problem via medieval mysticism and negative theology.  

 While Christian academics have been arguing for centuries, in the late 1990s the 

burgeoning ECM began inching towards a slightly different take on theodicy.  In his 2008 text 

on the history of the ECM, Tony Jones writes about the attitude many of the early participants, 

and many of those involved later too, have had when it comes to theodicy, as well as other 

theological questions.  Jones, writes, “as the complexities of a globalized world have encroached 

on their psyches, the emergent have pursued a faith that spurns easy answers.”135  Sensing that 

the evangelical church had denied them access to complex takes on difficult theological issues 

such as theodicy, future ECM leaders like Brian McLaren and Doug Paggitt began to question 
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evangelicalism’s orthodox approaches to a whole host of theological positions.  The goal of this 

questioning was not to necessarily derive a new, unorthodox theological construct; rather, early 

ECM leaders hoped to create a dialogue on these issues in order to foster deeper understanding. 

 This approach to knowledge is deeply rooted in postmodern theory and deconstruction.  

Writing on the function of knowledge in postmodern society, Lyotard says,  

The relationship of the suppliers and users of knowledge to the knowledge they supply and 
use is now tending, and will increasingly tend, to assume the form already taken by the 
relationship of commodity producers and consumers to the commodities they produce and 
consume – that is, the form of value.136 
 

Lyotard envisions a future in which information has been commodified and is produced for the 

purposes of exchange in markets.  This concept manifests in the ECM in two ways.  First, the 

forum-style gatherings central to early ECM practice can be seen as markets of information 

exchange.  Instead of a single speaker delivering a rote theological message to a group of people, 

church services were reimagined as dialogues between equal participants.  In these gatherings, 

theological information would be exchanged between participants at the behest of a pastor-

moderator.  Informational markets were created in these instances, markets in which a final truth 

was eschewed for the sake of a plurality of insights that could be exchanged.  Second, 

information exchanges became a prominent part of the Emergent Village website.  Using blog 

comments and discussion boards, the Emergent Village website served as a hub in an 

information exchange network in which the currency was theology. 

 After 9/11, American culture was hungry for solutions to the problem of evil, but were 

simultaneously wary of the kinds of responses the evangelical church and other existent religious 

communities were offering.  The ECM, rather than providing an answer, was primed and ready 
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to offer the opposite: multiple forums for discussion in which final answers were dismissed and 

manifold discursive routes were not only possible, but encouraged.  Evidence for this can be seen 

in Brian McLaren’s section of the 2003 book, Adventures in Missing the Point.  McLaren begins 

a section on the subject of doubt by identifying the different things that can challenge Christian 

faith.  “Granted, the science-faith issue is a major instigator of doubt, but it’s not the biggest,” 

McLaren writes.137  “That distinction would have to go to the problem of suffering and evil.  

You come into work, check headlines on CNN online . . . or replay the collapse of the Trade 

Towers, and you can’t help but ask yourself how a good and all powerful God could let these 

terrible things happen.”138  McLaren identifies here a critical problem – theodicy leading to 

doubting one’s faith.  He also identifies the source of that problem for people by explicitly 

mentioning 9/11 and the other horrifying things one might witness on a news broadcast.  After 

discussing the problem, McLaren offers his solution.  “Instead of answering your doubts, I’d 

devise a number of possible answers and help you create options.”139  By abjuring finitude and 

encouraging a multitude of potential theological responses, McLaren ensures ongoing 

participation in information exchange.  This attitude, far from being nefarious, is representative 

of the postmodern mindset at work in McLaren and many of the other ECM leaders at the time.  

This mindset has played a larger role than perhaps any other factor in the ECM’s success.  

Through the cultivation of knowledge markets, the ECM was able to capitalize on a cultural 

moment in which theological instability, particularly surrounding the issue of theodicy, was the 

norm. 
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The ECM and the Religious Right 

In the spring of 2006, Mark Driscoll, the lead pastor at Mars Hill Church in Seattle, published an 

article in the Criswell Theological Review titled, “A Pastoral Perspective on the Emergent 

Church.”  Driscoll, one of the original members of YLN and a participant in the formation of 

Emergent Village, parted ways with the organization after he began moving in a more 

conservative theological direction than he felt the Emergent Village coordinating council would 

be able to tolerate.  In the article, Driscoll states, “What started as a simple conversation nearly a 

decade ago by a handful of young pastors about how to do a hipper version of church has 

matured into a very serious conflict over what it means to be a Christian.”140  Speaking from a 

position as a self-defined evangelical, Driscoll pinpoints a key component of the ECM, that it 

exists as a resistance movement to contemporary evangelical Christianity. 

 Much has already been said about the ECM being defined by its resistance to 

evangelicalism.  An examination of the ECM’s criticism, however, reveals the precise nature of 

the schism between the two groups.  Despite being birthed in the belly of evangelical 

Christianity, even in its earliest days the ECM was pushing back against evangelical norms for 

ecclesiology and theology.  By choosing to focus on developing leadership and ecclesial methods 

for Generation X, Leadership Network was, in effect, looking to either transform existing 

boundaries for evangelicalism or move outside of it altogether.  It is precisely this point that led 

McLaren, Paggitt and the rest of YLN to part ways with Leadership Network in 2001.  The 

bounds, YLN found, were flexible but ultimately more fixed than expected, and in order to 

continue the work they were doing, the YLN leadership elected to move away from Leadership 
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Network and, in effect, away from the conservative branch of evangelicalism.  This move didn’t 

sit well with everyone within evangelical’s territory, and the tone of both their reaction and the 

ECM’s response set the mood for relations between the two for years to come.  Of the 

relationship between evangelical Christianity and the ECM, self-defined evangelical D.A. 

Carson bluntly writes, “In short, emergent writers do not handle the truth claims of Christianity 

very well.”141  Of the relationship between the ECM and evangelicalism, Tony Jones writes, 

“The ecclesial elites on both the left and the right of modern Christianity have spent the past 

century endowing denominations . . . In general, they look skeptically at the young, emergent 

usurpers.  Some of them have even endeavored to spray herbicide on the emergent growth.”142  

There is a degree of speaking past one another happening in much of the critical discourse 

between the two groups.  Evangelicals like Carson and Driscoll tend to focus their sharpest 

critiques at ECM theological flexibility.  ECM participants, on the other hand, frequently critique 

evangelical churches for their attitudes towards organizational structure and ideological rigidity.  

This relationship of antagonism has ultimately benefited the ECM, as it has been able to use 

evangelicalism, and what it claims isn’t allowed, to define itself. 

 Of particular disdain to the ECM is the perceived link between evangelicalism and right-

wing politics.  “Evangelicals have been duped,” Tony Jones claims, “selling their votes for a 

mess of pottage.”143  Jones understands evangelicalism as a social group that, in aligning itself 

with a particular political point of view, became culturally anemic.  As an example, Jones points 

to the anti-abortion movement, claiming that, “having played an important role in the Republican 
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revolution and the eventual capture of all three branches of government, evangelicals have come 

to realize that Republican politicos have no serious intention of overturning Roe v. Wade.”144  

Jones positions evangelicalism as a group that sold its soul and got nothing in return, that tried to 

gain power and instead became the butt of jokes.  Suggested in this critique is that 

evangelicalism is an inauthentic form of Christianity, and that a rejection of its forms is 

necessary for a return to genuine Christian principle. 

 After the events of September 11, the ties between right-wing politics and evangelical 

Christianity increased in many respects.  President Bush, a Methodist, spoke publicly about his 

dramatic conversion and the way his faith informed his decisions.  Evangelical rhetoric suffused 

the patriotic discourse that blossomed in the cultural aftermath of the attack, obscuring for many 

the blow dealt to the cultural strand of national progress.  In this moment in history, the ECM, 

with its resistant stance towards evangelical politics, stood ideally prepared to gain new 

participants.  While many embraced the patriotism of the post-9/11 moment, many did not, and 

those who didn’t appropriate the patriotic messages that flooded popular culture were left in a 

position of instability.  The ECM provided the resources for critique to those inhabiting this site 

of uncertainty. 

 The result of this method of attracting adherents has been the solidifying of an already 

rigid boundary, at least for those participating in the ECM.  In The Deconstructed Church, 

Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel describe ECM participants, saying, “What characterizes these 

young Emerging Christians is their aptitude for articulating an “expertise” on what “the church” 

is and how it has failed.”145  Marty and Ganiel describe the ECM as being productively reactive, 
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and this general attitude, that evangelical Christianity is inadequate, reaffirms a division between 

the two even as the rhetorics of conciliation and respect are used.  Some ECM participants have 

begun to use more extreme language for the distinction between the two, the key example being 

Tickle’s notion of a “Great Emergence” having taken place.  In the 2012 follow-up to her book 

The Great Emergence, Tickle marks the beginning of this period, writing,  

we are told that history will date our own upheaval from September 11, 2001, not 
because that was or is a pivotal North American event, which it obviously was, but 
because it was and remains a global one that arose from, and is evidence of, the 
cataclysmic shifts we now name the Great Emergence.146 

 
Tickle’s point reveals the way many ECM participants think about the way the movement 

functions.  More than just an extension of the existing evangelical church, many within the ECM 

see their movement as the next step in the evolution of Christendom, one that leaves the 

evangelical church in the dust because of its unwillingness to embrace more postmodern means 

of thinking and doing church.  Tickle’s pinpointing of 9/11 is significant as well, though not for 

the reasons she believes.  The events of September 11 don’t mark a tectonic shift in Christianity 

as a whole, or even in evangelicalism, but it does mark a cultural opening that enabled the ECM 

to flourish. 

 

The Defining Moment 

 In 2002, Phyllis Tickle participated in a series of roundtable interviews with Krista 

Tippett for the radio series On Being.  The topic of the roundtable was faith in the post-9/11 

world, and the other participants included a Quaker, a Presbyterian minister, an Islamic 

theologian, and a rabbi.  Tickle’s take on the issues presented to the panel can be summed up in 
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the following statement: “for my father, the hinge of history was when the archduke of Serbia 

was shot.  For my kids, where were you when JFK was shot.  And for this generation, it had 

presumably been where were you at Columbine.  Wrong, 9/11.  This is their defining 

moment.”147  Tickle is correct in identifying the horrific events of September 11 as a turning 

point in American history.  The terrorist attacks of September 11 subjected the United States to 

singular acts of violence the likes of which it had rarely seen in its history.  The violence in this 

moment was more than just physical; the violence of September 11 was most damaging 

symbolically.  Geertz describes culture as a web of symbols, and, on September 11, the symbolic 

strands of state security and progressive history in that web were severed for the American 

people.  Without this symbolic violence, the Emerging Church Movement would never have 

developed the coherence and levels of participation it enjoyed during the initial post-9/11 period.  

Because of the ECM’s insistence on networks instead of hierarchies, because of its dismissal of 

theological certainty for dialogic ambiguity, and because of its opposition to existing forms of 

evangelical Christianity, the ECM was uniquely positioned to use the tension between itself and 

conservative evangelicalism.  This allowed the ECM to flourish, and it contributed to the 

continued relevancy of evangelicalism in American culture. 
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EPILOGUE 

 

ONWARD, ALL DISCIPLES* 

 

 
Despite flourishing for much of the first decade of the twenty-first century, ECM activity began 

declining in 2008 and 2009.  By 2010, ECM activity had slowed to such an extent that satirical 

Christian blogger D.J. Word could publish a piece titled “An Obituary for the Emerging Church” 

that Andrew Jones would later describe as, “the Elvis of posts” (meaning, essentially, it’s the 

King).148  From many different perspectives, the decline in participation was mysterious.  

Evangelicals tended to be dismissive, assuming the ECM slump came from the inevitable 

breakdown after too much theological deconstruction.  ECM participants, as evidenced in their 

writing at the time, seemed to be baffled by the change.  In a 2012 blog post, Brian McLaren 

writes, “My sense is that more and more of us who are deeply involved with emergence 

Christianity are simply talking about God, Jesus, the Bible, mission, faith, spirituality, and life ... 

and doing so from a new and fresh perspective, but not using the "e" word so much.”149  

McLaren is aware here that the term ‘emergent’ has fallen out of use, but is unable to identify 

any reasons why this might be the case.  Considered from the point of view of broader 

evangelical history, however, an explanation for the decline becomes clear.  Sustained by 

resistance to the Religious Right, and to evangelicals’ connection to broader American cultural 
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trends, the ECM could not maintain the same levels of traction it developed immediately after 

9/11 once those anchoring points began to shift. 

 In 2008, the United States elected a new president after eight years of the conservative 

Bush administration.  Campaigning on a platform of significant administrative policy changes, 

Obama drew unprecedented numbers of voters to the polls, many of them from younger 

demographic groups that in past elections had had much lower voter turnout.  The Bush 

administration, with its connections to both political conservatism and evangelical Christianity, 

had moved from being viewed as a safeguard to a liability in terms of civil liberty and national 

security in the eyes of many.  Upon the release of final opinion polling in the wake of the 2008 

election, the Pew Research Center offered this analysis, “He [Bush] helped shape the post-9/11 

climate of opinion that was broadly accepting of a muscular approach to U.S. national security. . 

. . but after this success, the instances when Bush was able to mobilize – and maintain – public 

support for his agenda were rare.”150  In the aftermath of public relations debacles like the war in 

Iraq and the handling of humanitarian relief after Hurricane Katrina, the American public was, 

broadly speaking, ready for something completely different. 

 The ‘something different’ mainstream American culture embraced can be largely 

represented by the Obama administration.  Gone from power was the rhetoric of the reduction of 

the size of the federal government, the need for overseas military action, and, most importantly, 

the appeal to evangelical authority.  In its place was presidential rhetoric (described by one 

political commentator as having “more poetry than most”) centered on strengthening the federal 

government and increasing America’s reputation abroad.  Most notably, this rhetoric was 
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increasingly absent religious reference.151  Matthew Hedstrom discusses this at length in his 

essay, “Rise of the Nones,” in which he argues that Obama’s secularized rhetoric is in keeping 

with the increasing number of Americans with no explicit religious identification.  “The era of 

Judeo-Christianity,” Hedstrom writes, “with liberals in the lead through the 1970s and 

conservatives through the early 2000s, came to an end in the first decade of the new 

millennium.”152  Hedstrom marks this change with the political emergence of Obama in 2004 

and the reference to “non-believers” in his 2009 inauguration address, and he identifies the shift 

as being fueled primarily by aspirations of political protest.  “What recent polling data indicate is 

that rather than an apolitical act of social withdrawal. . . . dropping out of organized religion, for 

the white former Christians who constitute the new nones, has typically been precisely an act of 

politics.”153  So closely did the nones associate evangelicalism with conservative politics that 

voting Democrat in 2008 was an insufficient response; a social and religious shift was necessary 

as well.  The nones during this period tended to espouse liberal social and political values, and 

tended to skew, demographically speaking, between the ages of 18 to 29. 

 The ECM, sustained by resistance to evangelicalism and its connection to conservative 

politics, suddenly found itself pushing back against a deposed hegemon.  Without being able to 

take a stance of opposition, and with an ever-increasing acceptance of their political and 

ideological positions in popular culture, the ECM began to lose its ability to maintain structural 

integrity.  The decline of the ECM did not happen all at once, nor is the ECM completely 
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finished.  Broader cultural changes forced it, however, to find new ways to operate.  Emergent 

Village shuttered its website, and Brian McLaren stopped speaking publicly about adopting new 

forms of evangelical identity.  Organizations like Presbymergent and Anglimergent stopped 

producing content or organizing meetings.  In many cases, former ECM participants and 

activities were folded into a broader progressive evangelical network, as in the case of Tony 

Jones, whose most recent book, Did God Kill Jesus?, was published by Harper Collins and 

marketed most frequently to mainline churches, or the Wild Goose Festival, which in recent 

years has invited progressive activists like Jim Wallis to speak.  The ECM returned to its roots, 

in a sense, fighting for a place in the liberal wing of evangelicalism rather than as a separate, 

non-evangelical entity. 

 The rise and fall of the ECM speaks to the nature of evangelicalism as a whole.  Despite 

the newness of the inclusion of postmodern ways of speaking and organizing, the ECM worked 

with the same set of tools previous generations of evangelicals had.  Tensions with 

evangelicalism formed a kind of feedback loop, reinforcing the definitional boundary of the 

ECM and of evangelicalism as well.  Encouraging the practices of mysticism, seekership, and 

syncretism helped the ECM remain a flexible, but coherent, milieu.  The ECM responded to 

American culture, too, drawing on the instabilities of the post-9/11 moment to gain adherents and 

organizational momentum.  The cultural discourse changed, but the arguments over definition 

remained, in many respects, the same. 
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