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“…to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”


EPHESIANS 4:12


God has called us to ministry. But it’s not enough to have a vision for ministry if you don’t have the practical skills for it. Nor is it enough to do the work of ministry if what you do is headed in the wrong direction. We need both vision and expertise for effective ministry. We need praxis.


Praxis puts theory into practice. It brings cutting-edge ministry expertise from visionary practitioners. You’ll find sound biblical and theological foundations for ministry in the real world, with concrete examples for effective action and pastoral ministry. Praxis books are more than the “how to”—they’re also the “why to.” And because being is every bit as important as doing, Praxis attends to the inner life of the leader as well as the outer work of ministry. Feed your soul, and feed your ministry.


If you are called to ministry, you know you can’t do it on your own. Let Praxis provide the companions you need to equip God’s people for life in the kingdom.
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Foreword


Richard J. Mouw


Deep Church is an answer to my prayers. Let me explain why.


A young “emergent” pastor told me recently that seminaries have become irrelevant. While he conceded that my own seminary is not quite as bad as the rest, the truth is that all of our theological schools are, to use his term, “dinosaurs.” When I asked him what led him to this assessment, he responded that everything that we do in theological education—curricula, programs, strategic planning—“it’s all a product of modernity.” Since my own seminary has recently been revising our stra-tegic plan, I decided to push him for clarification on that particular subject. “Strategic planning is all about rationality,” he said. “My generation is more interested in envisioning.”


The conversation did not last much longer, and I came away with a bit of irritation about what I saw as his rhetorical overkill and his posing of false choices. Why, for example, can’t strategic planning itself be informed by a healthy dose of “envisioning”?


A few days later, however, my irritation was directed in a very different direction when I read yet another attack by an evangelical theologian on the “heresies” and “apostasy” of that young pastor’s brand of “emergent church” thinking. Here too I worried about rhetorical overkill. I know about too many emergent congregations where people are coming to a genuine faith in Christ and being encouraged to study the Scriptures and to seek new paths of obedient discipleship. And this at a time when many traditional denominations are once again reporting significant membership losses.


♦ ♦ ♦


I came away from those two encounters—the conversation and the written critique—with a prayerful desire for a “time out” in the rhetorical shouting match, so that we can relax a bit and really listen to each other.


This fine book by Jim Belcher is an answer to my prayer. He has given us an articulate guide to the territory, paying careful attention to the people who are having such a difficult time listening to each other. And he does this as an honest seeker, a “participant observer” who reports candidly about his creative efforts at ministry—including some of the false starts he has made along the way.


Jim’s call for the formation of a deep church speaks profoundly to those of us who stand with him as insider-outsider types in the current debates. His orthodox theological credentials are beyond challenge, yet he also knows that we desperately need to find new ways of being church. Jim Belcher does not pretend to have all the answers. But he demonstrates in these pages that he is a marvelously reliable guide—indeed I know of none better—for our much-needed efforts to go deeper as churches by mining the depths of the gospel for creative and faithful ministry in the strange and exciting new world of the twenty-first century.


Richard J. Mouw




Introduction


Is a Third Way Possible?


The evangelical church is deeply divided. Although evangelicalism has always been diverse, in recent years this fragmentation has threatened to pull the movement apart. Two groups, the traditional and emerging camps, are at the heart of the impending split. In the late 1990s some young evangelicals (now called the emerging church), unhappy with the reality and direction of the church, began to protest. In their writing and speaking they found fault with many elements of evangelicalism. They organized conferences, wrote books and started new churches to make their voice and opinions heard. It has become a movement with great momentum, energy and resources. It has, however, elicited a strong pushback from the traditionalists in the evangelical church.


Ironically, thirty years ago the protest was pioneered by the traditional wing of evangelicalism. Unhappy with what the Western church had become—anti-intellectual, entertainment-driven, success-focused—the traditional church condemned the worst elements with books like Dining with the Devil, The Evangelical Forfeit, Selling Jesus and No Place for Truth.[1] These books primarily attack what Robert Webber calls the pragmatists, those who pioneered seeker-sensitive worship that stripped traditional worship of historical and liturgical elements.[2] The pragmatists also had adopted a business paradigm to structure and run the church, a psychological model of counseling and church-growth philosophy drawn from marketing theory, all of which the traditionalists condemn.


While this critique was in full swing, the newest generation of evangelicals, termed “the younger evangelicals” by Robert Webber, joined in the protest. In the twenty-first century, some of these younger evangelicals have become known as the emerging church. They too decry the pragmatists’ penchant for entertainment, individualism, unconcern for social justice and narrow theology of salvation—to name just a few points.


Though the emerging church shares much in common with the traditional church, they also include the more conservative wing of evangelicalism in their critique. And the traditional church has begun to fire back. Unlike the pragmatists, whose reaction to the emerging church has been minimal, the traditional church has gone after the emerging movement through books, conferences and blogs. After almost a decade the two sides now are at loggerheads, and it seems the rift will not be healed anytime soon.


The emerging church is composed of many different authors, pastors and church traditions, and therefore does not speak with one voice. What unifies them, in part, is their view that something is wrong with the evangelical church. They are seeking wholesale change, not just reform. But not everyone in the movement agrees on what this change should be.


To be fair, the traditional camp is not monolithic; it cuts across denominational and theological lines.[3] But the groups comprising traditional evangelicalism share similar views of culture, epistemology and the church. They also hold a fairly unified analysis of the emerging movement.[4] Therefore, in this book I group them all under the rubric of “the traditional church.”


Speaking a Different Language?


At the height of the tension between the emerging and traditional churches, Tony Jones and Doug Pagitt, who are part of Emergent Village,[5] reached out to a leader in the traditional camp, John Piper. Since they all lived and ministered in Minneapolis, it made sense to bridge the gap. They met for lunch and discussed their differences and commonalities. Since that meeting, both sides have written a description of their experience. It is fascinating to read how amazingly different the two accounts are. It paints a vivid picture of the gap between the two sides.[6]


Piper, senior pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, came away convinced that Jones and Pagitt believe that “committed relationships trump truth.”[7] This is dangerous, from Piper’s perspective, because it assigns Scripture to a secondary status. As Jones and Pagitt tried to explain how they know ultimate truth in life, Piper was thinking to himself: “I just don’t understand the way these guys think. There are profound epistemological [the theory of how we know] differences—ways of processing reality—that make the conversation almost impossible, as if we were just kind of going by each other.”[8] After the lunch Piper concludes, “We seem to differ so much in our worldviews and our ways of knowing that I’m not sure how profitable the conversation was or if we could ever get anywhere.” Piper left shaking his head, wondering what exactly Jones and Pagitt believed on the important theological topics. They just would not be pinned down. “I came away from our meeting frustrated and wishing it were different but not knowing how to make it different.”[9]


Tony Jones has also written about this meeting in his book The New Christians. His perspective on the same meeting could not be more different. After seeing promotional literature for a conference Piper was hosting that was critical of the emerging movement, Jones offered to meet with Piper as a kind of “olive branch.” Jones wanted to make clear that both sides “share a commitment to proclaiming Christ.” He writes that Piper is a “gentle-looking man, but his theology is anything but gentle.” “He believes that God’s anger burns with holy fire against human sin. Words like wrath, hate and blood peppered his sentences as we dined.” The meeting seemed tense from the start. Piper, remembers Jones, “began by admitting that he’d never heard of me before, and that he really didn’t have anything against emergent Christians per se.” His problem was with Brian McLaren, another emergent author, who has questioned the version of the doctrine of atonement that Piper holds dear.


When Pagitt, who is Jones’s pastor, asked Piper, “Maybe we can find ways to work together,” Piper said it would be impossible without agreement on essential doctrines like the atonement. Because Pagitt and Jones don’t hold to Piper’s view of atonement, they are “rejecting the gospel in toto, and so, by logical extension, [they] are not . . . Christian.” When Jones pushed back that through the millennia billions of Christians have not had the same view of atonement that Piper holds today, “The pastor paused, looked at me, and said, ‘You should never preach.’ ” Jones tried to explain that for him the gospel was mainly about reconciliation. It is more than a “fixed point of doctrine that is the litmus test of all ministry,” he said. “Everything we do in the emergent church is surrounded by an envelope of friendship, friendship that is based on lives of reconciliation.” “In fact,” Jones concluded, returning Piper’s slight, “I’m not sure it’s even possible to be an orthodox Christian if you’re not living a life of reconciliation.”[10]


This exchange vividly makes clear how far apart the two sides are on issues of theology, epistemology and the nature of the church. There appears to be little common ground. Unity seems impossible. Can the two sides get along? Are they really this far apart? Can they work together to build evangelicalism, or are their differences irreconcilable?


Is There a Third Way?


Most observers of this conflict are caught somewhere in between. Many recognize that something has gone wrong with the pragmatic wing of evangelicalism, and they want something different.[11] They desire more depth in worship, a stronger sense of belonging and greater impact in the world. When Bill Hybels, a pioneer of the pragmatic, seeker-driven church, admitted that he had been wrong, that his church had not done a good job at discipling people, his critics felt vindicated.[12] They knew something was wrong and are convinced that a biblical view of the church can be a reality.


But those caught in the middle are confused. They see two groups, the traditional and emerging camps, echoing their sentiments about pragmatic worship. Both accuse the Western church of being shallow, ahistorical and more focused on pragmatic issues than on real transformation and cultural renewal. Both sides are calling on the church to recover its heritage—the breadth and depth of Christian theology, worship and practice—and be informed by a missional ministry in the postmodern world, all to the glory of God. Yet the two sides can’t get along. They are hostile to each other, using their writings and conferences to denounce the other side.


The vast majority of people are confused by the debate. Many have read emerging authors, agreeing with their assessment of the problem and aspects of what they are proposing. But they also have read traditional authors and are drawn to parts of their vision of the church as well. The majority want to learn from both sides. Why don’t they get along? After all, don’t they want the same thing—a deeper, more robust evangelical church that profoundly affects people and the world? But on the other hand, there must be a reason for all the distrust on both sides. Is it possible the two camps aren’t teaching the same gospel and should not be together? Maybe they do have different starting points and different stories. Those in the middle want to find out.


Who This Book Is For


This book is written for those who are caught in between. They are unhappy with the present state of the evangelical church but are not sure where to turn for an answer. They like some of what the emerging and traditional camps offer, but they are not completely at ease with either. The public conflict makes this anxiety worse, and these people don’t know who to trust or believe. What if both are off target? Is there a third option, a via media? I believe there is a third way. It is what C. S. Lewis called the “Deep Church.”[13] Deep church is a term taken from Lewis’s 1952 letter to the Church Times in which he defended supernatural revelation against the modernist movement. He wrote, “Perhaps the trouble is that as supernaturalists, whether ‘Low’ or ‘High’ Church, thus taken together, they lack a name. May I suggest ‘Deep Church’; or, if that fails in humility, Baxter’s ‘mere Christians’?”


Second, this book is written for those on the outside who want to understand the debate. They are new to the conversation and want to understand what all the fuss is about. They have heard of the emerging church but have no idea what the term stands for or what it is advocating. The whole conversation seems foreign and is outside their church reality. Why is this debate important? How does it affect their church world? Should it concern them? This book will explain the contours of the conversation, what the emerging church is and desires, and why it has created such a strong pushback from the traditional church.


Third, this book is written for seminarians, those who are attempting to work out their ecclesiology—their theological view of the church, its purpose, structure and goals. Seminary is a great time to test inherited beliefs, dig deeper and then slowly work out in greater depth biblical convictions about ministry. This book lays out the options, the two sides of the debate, so seminarians can get a handle on what they believe Christianity and the church is all about.


Finally, this book is for pastors who have been in the ministry for a while and have begun to question how ministry is practiced in their context. Many pastors who reach this midlife ministry crisis end up burning out and even leaving the ministry. I don’t want to see this happen. Some pastors are disillusioned with aspects of evangelicalism. They are searching for pastoral models that can refire their ministry, their calling and their church. Though they may not know how to achieve it, they know they want a deep church, one that is profoundly meaningful to them and their community, and brings glory to God. This book is for them.


Summary of the Journey Ahead


In chapter two I will define the emerging church, their protest and their plan for change, highlighting seven areas in which they are dissatisfied with the traditional church. Much of this will rub the traditionalists the wrong way; all reform movements tend to do this. The question is whether or not they are correct. In chapter three, we will examine whether their protest threatens or strengthens the unity of the church. Do they have the same story, or are they too far apart to ever work together for the kingdom? If unity is possible, what is it based on?


In chapters four through ten we will look at the seven major protests of the emerging church in greater detail. In each chapter I have chosen to focus on one author whose work has generated the most pushback or has best articulated an emerging viewpoint being addressed. Though this limits me from capturing the breadth and diversity of the emerging voices, it allows me to dig deeper, listen well and respond in a way that is more helpful to the conversation.[14] It is much harder to set up a straw man when dealing with one author’s views.


We will see that in each of these seven protests the authors have a well-thought-out critique and plan for renewal. We will also listen to the traditional church and its pushback, assessing whether the critique is accurate. Then I will demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses of both groups, and move beyond them to a third way, the deep church. I will tell stories from the church I pastor, Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Newport Beach, California, and other churches like it, as examples of how to live out deep church.[15] Please note that although chapters four to ten build on each other slightly, they don’t necessarily have to be read in order. Feel free to skip a chapter and then return to it later on or read the chapters that most interest you first. In the end, they all make up the deep church.


But before we begin this exciting journey, I want to begin with my story and why this topic is so relevant, important and meaningful to me. It’s personal.




Part 1


Mapping New Territory
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There from the Start


How to Be an Insider and an Outsider at the Same Time


In the early 1990s I was working on my Ph.D. in political philosophy at Georgetown University. I lived blocks from the university, in the basement apartment of a wealthy woman who was in her late seventies. I walked her dog twice a day for free rent. Not a bad gig for a poor graduate student. Katharine Graham, the owner of the Washington Post, lived two doors down. Senators were denizens of the neighborhood. Tree-lined streets, lampposts, gorgeous homes and townhouses, and picturesque parks describe Georgetown well. It was a coveted place to live. And when the leaves fell it was downright storybook.


I was sitting in the second-story apartment of my good friends Jonathan and Allyson Whittle, just a few blocks from my house. It was Halloween night, and we were observing Tom Cruise and Demi Moore as the filming of the movie A Few Good Men took place on the street below, which was fascinating to watch. Autumn had arrived and there was a crispness in the air. I had never been more content or happy living in a neighborhood. We sat for hours that night, talking as we watched Holly-wood director Rob Reiner direct his stars on the street below. It was a fun time. We laughed a lot: the laughter reflected our deep gratitude for the community we were experiencing. My greatest memories of my two years in Georgetown are not the classes or the long days of study, which were satisfying, but the community, the fellowship we built.


After a lonely first semester, I met Jonathan and Allyson in a class on the politics of Latin America. They were graduates of Westmont College in Santa Barbara and recently married; they were both working on masters’ degrees at Georgetown. We connected right away and began hanging out. They were genuine, authentic and interesting. It was the start of community. Slowly we began to meet other Christians, some grad students like us and others working on Capitol Hill. We were all hungry for a meaningful sense of belonging. The university and the city can be a lonely, overly competitive place. We started meeting together on Friday nights at Jonathan and Allyson’s apartment. Within six months this informal gang had grown to about twelve people. Added to our number was an international couple from Chile. They had this wonderful cultural habit of kissing everyone on both cheeks when they said goodbye. After a while we all picked up this habit, even if the Chileans weren’t there. It seemed so ancient, so biblical. But also very cosmopolitan. Our goodbyes took a lot longer.


Normally, we would gather after dinner, people trickling in throughout the evening, to talk, enjoy one another’s company, discuss what we were learning in class, argue about politics and dream about the future. It was a time filled with hope, with great expectations. Although God was not always on our lips, he was never far from our minds. We were attempting to live boldly, full of conviction, making a difference—all to the glory of God.


I recall the sad June day when I had to say goodbye, my classes done, and drive my car back to California. I knew I would miss my friends; this kind of community is hard to replace. It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience where everyone is at the same stage in life, has similar needs and fears, and loves being together. At the time, I thought this is how it would be all the time. I did not realize how exceptionally hard it is to find or build this type of community.


Shortly after I returned to California, I realized something was missing. I was glad to be back in the California sun and to be near the ocean. I had spent two years there, before Georgetown, attending Fuller Seminary in Pasadena. I fell in love with the warm weather, the foothills and the beaches. So I was glad to be back. This New England boy is right at home in California. I love summer twelve months a year, and I was thrilled to be near my girlfriend, Michelle (now my wife). But something was missing. Though we attended a thriving two-hundred-person college-graduate group at our church, it seemed superficial. The teaching was solid, but the community weak. We would come together on Sunday and maybe on Wednesday night, but the conversation never got too deep. It was more about having fun for most people.


The more I related my experiences in D.C., the more Michelle and I despaired of belonging to something as powerful in Pasadena. I remember hearing radio teacher Chuck Swindoll, who pastored in Fullerton, California, describe Southern California people as “a mile wide and an inch deep.” Michelle, who was a native, commented, “This is so true.” So one cloudy Sunday night, the fire crackling on the gigantic hearth, we sat together eating dinner alone in my house, nestled in the hills overlooking Pasadena. We began to dream about creating deep fellowship like I had experienced at Georgetown. Or like the kind Francis Schaeffer, the Christian missionary and apologist, developed at L’Abri in Switzerland.[1] We decided we would start by inviting a few friends, mostly leaders in the college group, to my place on Sunday night. We would build a fire and light some candles, and I would explain our goal—to brush aside the superficial and develop genuine family.


So that first Sunday night, a few weeks later, I began the discussion—with trepidation. After a story about a painful incident in my life, I launched the discussion by asking what purpose suffering plays in the Christian life. Not so much why God allows hard times, but how he uses them in our lives to grow us. If God can use these experiences for good in our lives, I asked, why do we get so mad at him for allowing them to happen? Why don’t we rejoice in suffering, as the epistle of James says we should? Honestly, I don’t remember much more about the conversation except that for the next four hours I led a discussion that crackled with enthusiasm, authenticity and depth. My initial anxiety proved ill-founded. It was like offering bread to people who had not eaten in weeks. They devoured everything. They were hungry for meaning and for a sense of belonging. After prayer, we said goodnight, hugged (no kiss on the cheek yet) and could not wait till next Sunday. Something beautiful had been born.


The next week, our four friends brought a few more people. This pattern went on for weeks. Within two months we had close to fifty people, crammed into every available space, sitting around the raging fire, with the valley lights sparkling below. Each Sunday night I picked a topic related to Christian growth and inner change and opened with a fifteen-minute introduction that set up the problem for the night’s discussion. We then spent the next three or four hours in intense conversation, trying to find a solution, attempting to make Christianity relevant to our deepest needs. I would guide the process, asking questions, steering it back when it went on tangents or someone tried to dominate. The atmos-phere was electric, filled with an amazing energy, a desire to be real. It was a rare Sunday when people did not stay past midnight.


Over the next year we discovered how hungry we were for authen-ticity. We were tired of playing church, going through the motions. We wanted something to touch us at our deepest levels, a faith that dealt with our guilt, shame and disappointments. The more these conversations, so raw in their honesty, pointed us to the gospel—to Jesus’ announcement that a new day has dawned and that we could enter his kingdom by trusting in what he had done on our behalf—the more the scales came off our eyes. For the first time we were experiencing grace. So many of us had grown up thinking Christianity was about morality and being good. It was an ideal we could never live up to; many of the group had stopped trying even though they still went to church. Some had dropped out of church, not willing to attempt the impossible anymore. We came to realize that we can live the Christian life only after our hearts have been transformed by Christ. Grace then compels us to obedience. This is grateful living. We saw people move from discouragement, a feeling of deep failure in their Christian walks, to genuine hope.


Hope, so often extinguished by the disappointments and failures of life, began to return, slowly. People were being set free. What we all discovered together was that in his death, Jesus not only destroyed the power and fear of death, but paid the price for our sins. In doing this he set us free from so many of the idols that enslave us, hold us down, keep us from experiencing the life God has for us. The effect was so great on so many people that revival is the only word that captures what was going on. Lives were changed forever. I still hear from some of the participants who say that those Sunday nights were the most meaningful time in their entire life. It was incredible.


A year after we started meeting in our house, the landlord put an end to it. He did not want the foot traffic damaging his carpet. After much agonizing, we decided to move the group onto the church campus. No one had a house big enough to contain the group. I was afraid that the institution would kill the revival. I loved our church, but at an arm’s length. At one hundred years old our church, the largest in Pasadena, stood as a beacon of orthodoxy. It had much to commend and was bursting with activity and growth. But it had adopted some of the worst aspects of the megachurch movement—focusing more on programs than people, stressing morality more than Christ, employing a CEO style of leadership and having no interest in starting new churches. It had planted only one church in one hundred years. Knowing all these problems existed at the church, we reluctantly brought the ministry onto the campus with the full support of the pastoral staff. Within a few years, the group had grown to a couple hundred young adults.


Insider


At the time I was pastoring this vibrant group, I thought what we were doing was completely unique in the larger church world. I believed we were the only ones in the world who recognized the problems in the traditional church and were attempting something new. I did not understand that there were hundreds of young pastors who had grown up in the traditional (and pragmatic) church and were not satisfied. They were eager to try something different. They too were starting to pioneer new models of ministry centered on dialogue, authenticity, community and an outward focus. Many of these young pastors and practitioners were writing in a new journal called re:generation quarterly.[2] It was a clearing house for young evangelical leaders. Drew Ladner, who was part of our Friday night group in Georgetown, helped start the journal. He contacted me at the start of the journal to write something, which I did.[3]


By the mid-1990s young church planters like Dieter Zander and Tim Celek were writing books describing this new style of ministry, which was more contextualized to the culture, focused on building community and characterized by a more informal, honest style of preaching.[4] Even the worship music, influenced by the Seattle grunge scene, was edgier. Originally, this new style of ministry was called “Buster” or “Gen X.” These were sociological terms applied to the generation that followed the post–World War II baby boomers. Eventually, this kind of ministry would be referred to as “emerging.” (I will continue to use Gen X until my narrative reaches the year 2001, when the words emerging and emergent were coined.)


In an attempt to stay in touch with what was going on in the evangelical world, I continued to read everything that was being written about Gen X ministry. Many of the trends being discussed in these books, we were already doing in our ministry—discussion-based teaching, small groups, engaging the culture, liturgy, a return to singing hymns.


Although a few people, like Dieter Zander, planted Gen X churches from scratch, the trend was to start alternative worship services within larger churches, targeted at the Gen X generation who were unsatisfied with the worship tendencies of the boomer generation. In 1996 I teamed with Mark (“Marko”) Oestreicher, who was then leading the junior high ministry and associate pastor of education at our church (and my immediate boss), to begin an alternative service. The college pastor, Kara Powell, joined the team as well. Prior to launching this new service, Marko had heard about Gen X 2.0, a conference being held at Mount Hermon Christian Conference Center, near Santa Cruz, for large churches who wanted to start a Gen X alternative service.[5]


This conference brought together some of the young Gen X pioneers like Chris Seay, Doug Pagitt, Dan Kimball and Mark Driscoll. For Driscoll, who, in his twenties, had just started a church in Seattle called Mars Hill, this was his first speaking assignment at a large conference. Mars Hill then had less than 150 attendees; today it has over eight thousand. He spoke on cultural changes and how the church needed to respond differently than it had in the past. His main point, if I recall accurately, was that the reigning worldview of the West, Enlightenment scientific rationalism, was crumbling, and a new worldview was emerging from the rubble, something called postmodernism (see chapter four). Modernism, he said, could be characterized by a great building constructed on top of science and rationalism. The modern city demonstrated power, efficiency—the conquering of nature, ignorance and poverty. But after two hundred years modernism was beginning to crumble. It no longer satisfied the deepest longings of the human spirit. In fact, it destroyed the inner life of men and women.


People in the West are now looking for other philosophies and worldviews on which to base their inner lives. For this reason spirituality, world religions and the New Age are growing in popularity. According to Driscoll, postmodernism is the term for life after the failure of the Enlightenment. Postmoderns are not constructing a city but building an underground community, one that undermines the foundation of modernism. It is developing a radically different environment of inclusion instead of exclusion, community in place of individualism, service instead of power. Postmodernism rejects the narrative of universal truth based on reason, proposing instead that truth is local, found in communities of meaning.


Mark called for churches to wake up to these cultural earthquakes and begin changing their ministries to reach people caught in the maelstrom. His lecture was the buzz of the conference. Many pastors had just heard of postmodernism and could not explain it well, but they resonated with Mark’s talk. They may have only grasped this message on an intuitive level, but it was real to them nonetheless. “Finally,” a typical conversation went, “someone is describing the world in which we live and minister.” Interestingly, Mark says in his book the Confessions of a Reformission Rev. that this talk was so well received that it became the conference center’s most requested tape of the year and launched him on a national speaking tour.[6] He joined up with other young leaders in this Gen X movement, speaking at conferences and churches around the county. He was part of a group named Terra Nova, which included Doug Pagitt, Dan Kimball and Brian McLaren, all well-known names in this movement. (The group eventually changed its name to Emergent Village.)


I enjoyed Gen X 2.0. But I felt the conference spent too much time on technique—that is, what kind of ministry would reach this new generation—and not enough time on the core doctrines of Scripture that young people needed to hear to set them free. But I realized that something indeed was afoot. My generation was not satisfied with how church was presently done. I also understood that what we were doing in Twenty-Something Fellowship (the name we used when we moved to the church campus) was being done in churches all around the county. We were not unique!


In 1997, shortly after Gen X 2.0, we launched our new alternative service, The Warehouse. We had figured out the recipe for a Gen X service inside a large church and it was working. Like other similar services, we used interactive teaching, table discussions after the sermon, video clips of music and movies, and the arts. The team of four pastors shared the teaching, avoiding dependence on one personality. The music was loud and energetic, more like a rock concert than anything else.


This was a time of great learning for me. Michelle and I had been married for two years. I was working at the church half-time, running the young adult ministries, and was also teaching as an adjunct professor at Azusa Pacific University. I wrestled with whether God wanted me to be a professor or a pastor. It would be another four years before I got clarity on my calling.


As exciting as it was to be a professor and a pastor, sometimes the strain got to be too much. I recall contacting Jim Denison, one of the original members of the group at our house; he had just recently started a church in Pasadena.[7] I asked him to meet me in the pub of the old Huntington Hotel to talk. When I shared my burdens and frustrations about ministry and life, he empathized right away because he was having a tough go with his young church.


We decided to meet every Tuesday night to talk and share ministry war stories. Eventually, we invited a few more of our friends, all young pastors in the area, to join us. We dubbed ourselves “the Huntington Group” and met each week at the Huntington to eat, smoke cigars and talk practical theology. It was an amazing group of young and up-and-coming pastors. We talked about the church, the best ways to structure ministries, how to preach effectively, and how to make Christianity real in our lives and to the people we were leading. We were young and idealistic, trying to devise the perfect church, or at least one that was better than what we had known. In some ways it was like boot camp for future church planters. In fact, four of the six members have gone on to church planting.[8] The most well known, Rob Bell, is founding pastor of Mars Hill Bible Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and author of several bestselling books.[9]


This group was formative for two reasons. First, some of the participants are now influential voices in the emerging conversation. Second, many of the questions we had—how to connect our faith to our changing world, how to make Christianity understandable to our culture, how to build community in an individualistic world, how the church should impact the city—are being asked by the emerging church today. Much of what I will be discussing in this book first had a hearing in the Huntington Group.


People ask me if I am part of the emerging church movement. That is a tough question to answer. In many ways I have been an insider to the discussion since its inception. Many of my friends and former ministry colleagues are major players on the emerging stage. They are writing books, speaking at conferences and setting the agenda for this movement. Their questions are the same ones that I struggled with fifteen years ago. I like the fact that others in the conversation are trying to rediscover what the church should look like, how it should impact the culture around it, what it means to be a Christian in a world moving from modernism to postmodernism. The writers of the emerging church have done a great job assessing the problems in the traditional church, and many of their answers are right on target. Thus I resonate with this part of the emerging church conversation. But at the same time, I have had and continue to have serious qualms about some of the answers to the questions they have raised.


Outsider


As much as I feel like an insider to the conversation, I also feel at times like an outsider because of some reservations I have with aspects of the emerging conversation. My mentor at Fuller Seminary, President Richard Mouw, taught me to call these “Calvinist misgivings.”


During my wife’s first pregnancy, we would walk for about an hour each day in one of our town’s most picturesque neighborhoods. As we walked, admiring the beautiful homes and their landscaping, we would talk about my misgivings. By this time, I had left the staff of the church. We had learned much from our years there and are deeply grateful for the experience. While we were not sure of our next steps, we were sure of the reasons why we left.


At the top of our list was generationally targeted ministry, or what is often called life-stage ministry. The church-growth movement calls it the “homogeneous unit principle.” Both seeker churches and new Gen X ministries had adopted this principle, which is still popular in some emerging circles.[10] In life-stage ministry each generation has its own pastor and targeted ministries—in effect becoming a church within a church. This was true for our Twenty-Something Fellowship. But we discovered that life-stage ministry segregates the church. Add to this the creation of worship services with a musical style targeted to a particular age group and the church is no longer what it is supposed to be—a family with all ages worshiping together. Different groups using the same facility is not the same thing.


Although our ministry to young adults benefited many people, we came to see myriad weaknesses in this “church within a church” model. Our Twenty-Something Fellowship did not allow us to be mentored by and receive wisdom from the older generations. Neither did we have the opportunity to influence and serve those younger than ourselves. Something was missing, and we knew it. We decided that age segregation impoverished both individuals and the community. It became too big of an issue to work around. Although the thinking on this has shifted slightly in emerging circles, there is still a pretty strong commitment to the homogeneity principle, starting churches of people who are similar ages and similar cultural and demographic backgrounds. This is often accomplished through worship music. For example, super-loud music tends to alienate older generations. Thus an intergenerational church is precluded even if the homogeneous unit principle is not formally adopted.[11]


A second misgiving was the need for roots. As evangelicals we felt rootless, cut off from much of the church. We longed to feel part of something greater than our little movement. We wanted connection to the past. We hungered to be part of the ancient church with all its depth, splendor and mystery. This meant that we needed to be attached to more than nondenominational churches.


We began to think about being attached to a denomination that provided mentoring and oversight. We knew that denominations had fallen out of favor with many in Gen X circles. We also knew that denominations are not perfect. But what was the alternative? Independent churches doing their own thing? Where was the oversight, the mentoring, the accountability? When the pastor went off the rails, who would protect the congregation? Who would protect the perfectly good pastor whom some in the congregation wanted to fire? Without oversight from a denomination, a church split was inevitable. And splits happen all the time, leaving in their wake broken pastors and disenchanted congregations. There must be something better.[12]


We also longed to be part of a denomination that could train, inspire and mentor us. As a young pastor with so much to learn, I wanted to find a denomination that took ordination seriously. Not only because pastoring is an important and vital calling, but because I needed the coaching. This aspect of mentoring was not a Gen X strength. Many voices within it seemed to be rejecting ordination, denominations and church connectionalism. At the time, it did not provide the roots we were looking for.


This desire to be connected to something bigger than ourselves not only led us to thinking about historic connection, it also got us talking about ancient worship. As much as we appreciated the attempt of Gen X worship to be culturally relevant, less performance driven and more authentic, we still had misgivings. Day and in day out, as we walked those beautiful tree-lined streets, my wife and I assessed the strengths and weaknesses of Gen X worship. We began to dream about the kind of worship service we longed for. And the more we dreamed the more we felt like outsiders to the Gen X movement.


We had misgivings about the worship of the early Gen X movement. It seemed overly contextualized. In an attempt to reach the culture around it, the worship looked too much like the world and was not countercultural enough. Gen X worship seemed like a hipper version of the boomers’ seeker worship. We desired worship that had depth, the kind that comes when a service is rooted in the two-thousand-year history of Christianity. We hungered for solid food, something that would connect us to the past but change us for the future. We wanted reverence as much as joy, to experience the connection of head and heart in worship, and to be involved, not as spectators, but as full participants with others in the body of Christ in worship.


Our final misgiving was the lack of gospel centeredness that we noticed in Gen X gatherings. There was much talk of obedience, mission and the need to reach the culture, but little discussion on the centrality of the cross for forgiveness and the enabling power of grace to live for Jesus. I remember being frustrated at the Gen X 2.0 conference by how little the speakers discussed the gospel, the very power to transform people and nurture powerful incarnational community. It was about this time that I wrote an article for re:generation quarterly, which was my attempt to call the movement back to gospel centeredness. (See note two in this chapter.)


As my wife and I talked about our dreams, we would often wonder if this type of church would be welcomed by people now living in a postmodern context. Does anyone else long for ancient depth, mystery and gospel centeredness? I remember a conversation I had with a young college student at that time. When I told her about our desire for a church that sings hymns, recites set prayers, has Communion every week, and is intergenerational and gospel centered, she replied, “That church is going to fail. It is going to attract only really old people who have worshiped that way when they were younger.”


Deep Church


Through many conversations with Michelle I began to feel like an outsider to Gen X ministry and what is now the emerging conversation. At the time I was not sure how to reconcile my misgivings with a movement I had so much in common with. But I knew it did not mean a return to the traditional church either. We had much in common with both but were well aware of their weaknesses. What I did not realize at the time is that the ambiguity I was feeling, caught between two models of ministry, meant that we were working out a third way, the deep church.


So one afternoon about four months after our first child was born, we went out for our walk, this time pushing a stroller. I remember the day well. It was the first week of December and the leaves were just beginning to fall.
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