An Introduction to the Emerging Church and the Ancient Future Movement

By Robert Webber

History of the Modern Christian Faith

The Western world is currently passing through an enormous cultural shift.  Since the 1960’s the church has been caught in the turmoil of this great paradigm shift.  For the most part the traditional church has been ministering to the remnants of the old world view while the contemporary church movement has been ministering to the unraveling culture.  In this struggle between the old and the new cultural realities, the traditionalists have been out of touch with cultural changes and the contemporaries who have become so thoroughly enmeshed with and catechized by culture are out of touch with the traditions.  This reality has created what seems to be an unalterable division between devoted Christians.

In the time period following WWII and up to the early 1960’s, traditional Evangelicalism was birthed.  The neo-evangelicalism as it was first called, broke away from its roots in the Fundamentalism of the first half of the century and regarded fundamentalism as “anti-intellectual, anti-social action, and anti-ecumenical.”  They called for engagement with philosophy and the intellectual ideas of the day, and the recovery of a robust involvement with social issues and ecumenical co-operation, especially in evangelism.  New names were in the limelight – Billy Graham and Carl F.H. Henry; new institutions were born – Fuller Seminary, the National Association of Evangelicals, and Christianity Today.  They called for debate with the liberals, accreditation for colleges and seminaries, and for the brightest to obtain doctorates from Ivy League schools.  They wanted to spar with the best, engage secularists and liberals on their own turf and create institutions of higher learning that would command respect.  And they succeeded.   Traditional evangelicalism became a very “heady” expression of faith.  But in its success, this academic theology lost connection with practice.  Theology became an abstraction, an idea to be defended. 

In the next twenty years, the period of the Awakening, culture passed through another major shift.  Confidence in the American way of life began to erode, and attention shifted from institutions to the self.  In culture a split was in the making between ideas and the reality of life.  Clearly this era of the Vietnam War, the assassinations of the Kennedy brothers and Martin Luther King, The Beatles, the sexual revolution, the growth of an anti-American attitude around the world, the breakdown of the family, the rise of violence and pornography made its impact on a generation of Christian leaders.  During the awakening, three shifts began to take place in theological thinking.  The first is the shift away from scientific theology and apologetics.  Then, a second shift away from the traditional approach to theological thinking came from the spread of existential philosophy.  It was a new focus on experience.  The third movement of the Awakening period was the Christian political movement.  This shift burst forth under the leadership of Jerry Fallwell to call for moral reform in personal life, in government, in movies and T.V., in education and public life in general.  It eventually spawned a widespread movement of civil religion.

By the early 1980’s the Evangelical culture of the fifties, with its uniform emphasis on scientific theology and evidential apologetics, was challenged by new concerns – mainly the emphasis on connecting with culture, the focus on relationship, and the new moral movement which sought to change culture through political reform. 

The next twenty years (1984-2004) saw a rapid unraveling of civic order. Society became a nation divided by groups, all demanding their “rights.”  These groups – homosexuals, feminists, blacks, environmentalists, skinheads, moralists – all wanted to be “heard,” to have their rightful place in life.  In addition, society began to focus on generational needs and targeted the interests of Busters, Boomers, and Generation X.  While this division was primarily the result of the consumer society, it further divided society into contesting groups. The 80’s and 90’s became the decades of casual sex, the increased availability of pornography, the easy availability of abortion, the public acceptance of homosexual relationships and families, the breakdown of families, the rise of “latch-key children,” the presence of gangs in cities, suburbs and rural area, the prevalence of marijuana, cocaine and other drugs, the increase of violence and the widening gap between the rich and the poor.  Government became characterized by “fiscal excess” with large deficits, reliance on other nations, and, although the economy was booming, the gap between the rich and poor widened.  While institutionalism, morality, and government declined, confidence in the self, and a focus on the self accelerated.  This focus on self became increasingly prominent in the spirituality of the self promulgated by the rise of the New Age movement, the interest in Eastern religions, the emphasis on psychology, and the restoration of ancient pagan religions.  


In this context a pragmatic Evangelicalism was born.  It has been enormously successful, producing 12,000 mega churches, rivaling the spiritualities of the New Age, of Eastern Religion and Paganism.  Pragmatic evangelicalism has literally created a new face for evangelical Christianity, and, for the most part, the pragmatics have absorbed the relational evangelicals of the Awakening period.  Thus, until the arrival of the emergent church, evangelicalism has been primarily divided between the traditionalists and the pragmatists.  So pragmatic evangelicalism, responding to the unraveling of society created new practical solutions – corporate churches, entertainment worship, need-driven programs, therapeutic faith.  Traditionalists maintained their intellectual theology, their evidential apologetics, their propositionalism, and their foundationalism.  Pragmatists on the other hand were concerned with practice, meeting the needs of the people through a pragmatic agenda.  They have drawn hundreds of thousands of converts around the world.  They have instituted numerous small groups for Bible study and accountability.  Their churches are thriving, welcoming, hospitable places, open to all groups, serving the needs of broken families, single mothers, abused spouses, alcoholics, drug addicts and the aged.  And these churches are to be commended for these and other successes in meeting needs.

The issue here is not with the results of the pragmatic Evangelical, but with the lack of a theological vision for ministry.  Theology became lost in the privatization and narcissism of a Christianity that focused primarily on the needs of the self.  From the perspective of the emerging church and the younger evangelicals, a Christianity shaped primarily on need, private interest, and self, misses the point of a Biblical and historic Christianity.  And it is this matter that drives the Emerging Church leaders.

The Emerging Church

The new crisis facing the American culture is fueled by the emergence of a postmodern, post Christian, neo-pagan culture and the global war on terrorism.  Considering the new cultural context and the evangelical pattern of responding to the changing cultural realities it can then be said that the emerging church has the potential to establish a new kind of evangelicalism that will relate to the current cultural crisis.  The emerging church will form a new evangelical identity marked by new insights, new concerns, new patterns of theological application, worship, spirituality and ministry.  I say may because history is best interpreted after it happens.  However, if the cycles of history are true and continue in the same trajectory they have followed in the past, emergent leaders may very well be poised to bring about a new threshold of development that will carry a new group of evangelicals beyond the unhappy split between traditional theology on the one hand and pragmatic practice on the other.  

The emerging church is saying, “We live in a new world.” They acknowledge we live in two worlds – the modern and postmodern.  They ask us to get ready for a new world and acknowledge that we now live in a global village and a new cultural era where people know and learn differently. These changes mean the church is in a new missional setting.

Emergents are concerned that “evangelicals have not been trained to minister in this world.” Theology is not mean to be professional.  Instead, systems of theology must be temporary and the outcome of theology must impact a hurting world.

Emergents are also saying theology and practice must be brought back together again.  They call on us to find a better way of doing theology because theology must be contextual, particular, spirit-led, a song and dance with culture, participatory.  It must be integrated with God’s agenda for the world, it must seek to answer the questions being asked in today’s culture and it must interface with world religions.  

A Call to an Ancient Evangelical Future

An Introduction to the Ancient-Future Movement (also included as “What is the Ancient-Future Vision” in Listening to the Beliefs of the Emerging Churches) 
An Ancient-Future faith calls upon us to make three commitments as we seek to bridge this divide between the traditional evangelical church and the emerging church.  First, an Ancient-Future faith calls us to return to our ancient roots in the first centuries of the church.  Christianity emerged in a culture somewhat similar to ours - very religious, very secular, very pagan.  Early church worship proclaimed and enacted God’s saving work, established the church as community, affirmed and wrote the universal creeds; determined the churches relation to culture; developed forms of evangelism, discipleship, spiritual formation, and laid down Christian ethics of behavior. Their proclamations of absolutes and exclusivity resulted in the rapid and wide spread growth of the church and determined the common roots of the whole church - Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant.  It is to these roots that an ancient-future faith will return.

Second, an Ancient-Future faith is characterized by connection.  It is alright to be an Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Anabaptist, Fundamentalist, Evangelical, Pentecostal, Charismatic or Contemporary Christian.  While there are differences, Christians are not to be divided over them, but seek to understand particulars while affirming unity in the common tradition. These divisions and new movements are to be understood in their cultural settings and affirmed.  Because there is one Lord, one faith, one baptism, we are brothers and sisters connected to the same family.  This ecumenical conviction is central to an Ancient-Future vision.

Third, an Ancient-Future faith seeks to be authentic in a changing world.  The truth of the Christian faith does not change because we live and minister in a new cultural era.  How faith is communicated and defended, however does change.  In today’s postmodern, post-Christian, secular and pagan world, the church must emerge as a counter-cultural movement in its message, its community and its ethics.  Yet, authentic Christianity affirms and relates to many cultural changes: The shift in science from a mechanistic view of the world to the world as a web of interconnections; in philosophy from rationalism to mystery; in globalization from mono-culture to multi-culture; in historical consciousness from anti-historical to nostalgia for the past; in language from propositional to performative; in communication from monologue to dialogue; in technology from word to image; in society from individualism to community; and in the rise of terror that moves us from a state of stability to personal vulnerability.  
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