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I. Introduction

One of the significant theological developments of contemporary American Evangelicalism
today is the emerging church movement and its subsection the Emergent church.! The emergent
movement is inherently difficult to define due to its resistance to doctrinal formulations. Despite
this, emerging and Emergent authors are mostly consistent on both their doctrine and their
approach to practice?. They rightly confess the relationship of orthopraxis to orthodoxy but begin
with orthopraxis, allowing their practice to define their theology. The emerging approach to
theology yields an inherently deficient view of Scripture.

Recent conferences and workshops held by official organizations of the Lutheran Church —
Missouri Synod (LC-MS) featured keynote speakers influenced by or from the emerging
church.> While the Lutheran church does not share the same theological or historical roots, its
entities have taken cues from the emerging church movement.* The adoption of the term
“missional,” mercy causes, and the embrace of ancient liturgy and practice appeals to the youth
and outreach entities within the LC-MS. A critical assessment considerate of the doctrine and
practice of the emerging ideology is essential to determine its appropriateness for churches of the

Lutheran confession, namely in its confession regarding the Holy Scriptures.

II. The Emerging Word

The emerging movement is inherently difficult to define. The resistance to unified doctrinal
formulations (dogma) makes a critique problematic.> The popular emergent church theologians
come from various American Evangelical backgrounds. The uncoordinated impetus forming the
movement is resistance to institutional churches and institutionalized church practices. Their

approach to theology begins with a corrective to ecclesiology only later considering confession



of doctrine. Their ecclesial focuses include missions, evangelism, embrace of a postmodern
worldview, narrative theology, conversation, communal living, morality, “green” theology, and
social justice. Consistent to their theological backgrounds and ecclesiological ideals and despite
their internal dissension within the community, emerging leaders confess a nearly unified
doctrine of Scripture.

Brian D. McLaren, arguably the most popular proponent of emerging thought, confesses a
doctrine of Scripture in the chapter “Why I Am Biblical” in his seminal work of 2006. He says “I
believe it is a gift from God, inspired by God, to benefit us in the most important way possible:
equipping us so that we can benefit others, so that we can play our part in the ongoing mission of
God.”® Not surprising from this confession with the absence of forgiveness of sins and eternal
life, McLaren’s ecclesiology focuses on social justice and causes.’

In considering the nature of inspiration, McLaren rightly understands the prneuma of 2
Timothy 3:16-17, to refer to the breath of Genesis 1 creation. McLaren discusses the relation of
God’s breath and the human impulses that produced the Scriptures. He rightly critiques those
who deny the “organic participation” of the Scriptures (“no personality, no community, no
culture, no historical context.”®) He also critiques those like R. Bultmann who do not see God-
with-us in the composition of Scriptures but instead pursue the origin of the mythology.

McLaren understands 2 Timothy 3:16-17 as providing the clearest hermeneutic for
interpreting Scripture. In summary McLaren says “The Bible is good for equipping people to do
good works. It does so specifically through teaching (telling you what is true and right), rebuking
(helping you see where you’ve gone wrong), correction (guiding you on how to get on the right

track again), and training in justice (educating you in the skills of staying on the right path.)”



This is Scripture’s essential purpose for McLaren. He denies the traditional terms like authority,
inerrancy, infallibility, revelation, objective, absolute, and literal as being of little value as many
do not understand their importance is only within certain contexts. What contexts McLaren has
in mind are not defined.

The profitable purpose of Scripture according to McLaren is to inspire the building of
hospitals, giving to the needy, defending racial equality, creation of art, and approach their daily
work with a special sense of purpose, love, and joy. How does McLaren then deal with Exodus
and Joshua, where the “God of love and compassion...allegedly commands what today we
would call brutality, chauvinism, ethnic cleansing, or holocaust?”!® He believes we need to
reclaim the Bible as narrative with a specific context, not giving universal application but later
supplanted by a better way. We should not be “preoccupied with some golden age in the ancient
world” but instead learn “from the past to let God’s story, God’s will, and God’s dream continue
to come true in us and our children.”!!

McLaren outlines his journey from traditional Christianity in an essay “The Method, the
Message, and the Ongoing Story.”!? He is critical of methodologies (confessions), stating that
they fix the interpretation of texts. Moving away from a fixed interpretation, he found that
altering his “method of preaching, evangelizing, discipleship, leading worship” changed his “so-
called unchanging message.”'® Orthodoxy and orthopraxy interacts. He states this change took
him away from “the death of Jesus on the cross as the substitutionary atoning sacrifice for my
sins”!# and toward his current confession of the gospel.

In this work McLaren nuances his understanding, giving a four-fold approach: “the Gospel as

story; the Gospel as a many versioned, many faceted, many layered, and Christ centered; the



Gospel as cumulative; the Gospel as performative and catalytic.”!> The purpose of this method is
to properly (in his model) alter the gospel message along with its methods. “The many-
versioned, many-faceted, many-layered, but always Christ-centered gospel story must draw from
its resources in new ways to address the new situation.”'® As stated above, McLaren believes the
purpose of the Gospel is the living of good works for the neighbor.

Dan Kimball is another popular figure in the emerging church movement and a recent
speaker to LC-MS youth leaders. Those who doubt the influence of Kimball, need look no
further than his “The Emerging Church”!’, featuring forwards by McLaren and Rick Warren.
Like McLaren, Kimball states his intent to focus on mission methodology. His foundational
issues are “there is no single model for the emerging church; the emerging church is more of a
mindset than a model; the emerging church measures success missionally.”!® As with McLaren,
Scripture is placed into subjection to these goals of success with priority given to method and
practice.

Kimball confesses his understanding of Scripture in his chapter “Preaching without Words.”
He believes the modern mindset of Scripture is that it is facts that influence belief which in turn
influences behavior. The emerging culture he seeks uses experience to influence behavior and so
influence belief.!® He claims this follows the pattern of Scripture where experience was followed
with the proposition. Christian preaching needs to give people truthful experiences along with
truthful preaching. Kimball states that the church needs to put everything into the primary goal of
discipleship, manifested as a relationship with Jesus which is lived out in love and cannot help

but be mission-minded.2°



A similar confession is given by Eddie Gibbs, popular in both the emerging and church
growth movements, in his work “Emerging Churches.”?! “Rooted in the work of N. T. Wright,
emerging churches embrace the gospel of the kingdom as revealed in Mark 1:15-16. At the outset
of the Gospel narrative, the good news was not that Jesus was to die on the cross to forgive sins
but that God had returned and all were invited to participate with him in this new way of life, in
this redemption of the world... the kingdom is present wherever Jesus is present. Each person
experiences the kingdom through God’s invitation, healing, and restoration.””? The intent of this
experience is to share it with others. Gibbs emphasizes what he calls the missio Dei to create the
gospel of the kingdom as the primary purpose of Scripture. The purpose and intent of the
Scriptures within emerging churches is to: “(1) identify with the life of Jesus, (2) transform the
secular realm, (3) live highly communal lives. Because of these three activities, they (4)
welcome the strange, (5) serve with generosity, (6) participate as producers, (7) create as created
beings, (8) lead as a body, and (9) take part in spiritual activities.”” His goal of changing “the
way we do church” necessarily alters the focus of the church and her apostolic Word.

Leonard Sweet, author a number of books representing the emergent church, is of special
interest considering recent speaking engagements for the LCMS. His approach targets
communication to the postmodern audience. In this discussion, his understanding of the proper
use and understanding of Scripture is revealed. For example, in “Postmodern Pilgrims” Sweet
advocates the “double ring”, that is what he considers the faculty of listening to the voice of God
through the Scriptures and the voices of men and women around us, with the purpose ...to
discover how they relate to each other.”?* The result of this “double listening” is that our context

requires us to move transform our model of church into one that is “biblically absolute but



culturally relative: Experiential, Participatory, Image-driven, Connected.”” He argues for an
absolute understanding of Scripture that is tailored with greater weight on understanding the

hearer in order to be effective.

II1. The Lutheran Word in response?®

In the contribution to the Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics series entitled “Law and Gospel
and the Means of Grace”?’, David P. Scaer rightly confesses the Word of God in terms of Law
and Gospel. But also his definition of the Word of God is not divorced from the means of grace
(Baptism, Lord’s Supper, et al) or His church or his means of giving His gifts (the apostolic
office.) This follows the pattern given by the Nicene Creed, unifying the Holy Spirit, his work of
revealing the Son and the Father, who together in trinity are worshiped, who spoke through the
prophets, who now speak through the one holy catholic and apostolic church, and grants
forgiveness of sins by one baptism, all pointed to the resurrection of the dead and the eternal life
of heaven.

The Augsburg Confession does not have a specific article about Scripture. But the signers
stated in the preface: “We offer and present a confession of our pastor’s and preacher’s teachings
as well as our faith, setting forth on the basis of divine Holy Scripture what and in what manner
they preach, teach, believe, and give instruction in our lands.”?® As illustrated by the Augstana, a
right approach to practice begins with a confession concerning God, original sin, the Son of God,
and justification, and the deliverance of forgiveness in means of grace before discussing the life
of the Christian, the church, and the various practices of the church.

The Lutheran approach is first concerned with its confession of Jesus and which Jesus

specifically. What was Jesus’ mission and purpose? Was it foremost as moral teacher, enabler, or



righteous example? The Augustana answer is that Jesus is savior, the gift of God for the
forgiveness of sins, whose death made satisfaction for our sins. This faith is granted to us by faith
in this Word.

The varied examples from the emerging church movement demonstrate uniformity in
regarding reversing the order of operation of the Scriptures as confessed in the Augustana. They
perceive the culture as having hermeneutic priority, thus denying the Reformation principle of
sola scriptura. While the culture is now postmodern, the condition of sin as confessed in article
two remains the same. Consequently the purpose and mission of Christ has not changed. “We
know that the Son of God has come and given us understanding, so that we may know him who
is true; and we are in him who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal
life.”?°

While the practices of the emergent persuasion are debatable in their appropriateness, a
worthy critique must consider the impact upon the institutions of Christ first and consider non-
essential practices (adiaphoron) separately. Namely absent from all the emerging authors cited
was any consideration of the means of grace. Their anti-institutionalism necessarily avoids any
mandated institution of Christ, including the Holy Ministry and the Sacraments. This requires a
fundamental denial of the validity of Scripture, relativizing the means of grace as an appropriate
expression for the early church but unnecessary now (although perhaps useful for some.)

An implicit rejection of original sin is present in emergent thought with a fundamental denial
of Baptism. Success is measured not by a Christian death into eternal life but instead
improvement of the world in social class, ecology, and peaceful living. Mere participation in the

experiential services offered are the means of grace for the emerging church. These experiences



can be any number of ancient practices and even non-Christian ones. Knowledge and wisdom are
secondary to action. In the pursuit of relevance, they neglect the means which God has given to
experience His salvation through washing and eating and drinking.

In neglecting the means and also justification, the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae, the
article with which the church stands or falls, the emerging church necessary rejects the apostolic
office. If Christ is not about forgiveness of sins and delivering this gift to us, then the apostolic
office is rejected. There is no need for confidence or assurance that Christ is present. Christ is
found in His Word and also in culture according to the emerging movement. Consider Leonard
Sweet’s “Soul” series, where the primary exegesis for preaching is not from our Lord’s Word but
from secular culture, including art, fiction, philosophy, and popular media.’® In the rejection of
the office of apostle, the postmodern emerging exegete is allowed freedom to interpret according
to his own perception, without being utterly dependent on and subject to the authoritative
prophetic and apostolic Word.>!

The Word of God in the thought of McLaren is not the sole means of creating faith but
conversation and Christian love are afforded the same creative power. Kimball grants some
leeway to the Spirit but only in so far as our experiences confirm and create the same faith. By
rejecting the content of faith being solely a product of the apostolic Word, both McLaren and
Kimball create a free-floating Spirit, with no assurance of where and will he speaks. By the
altered focus, the preacher’s task is not merely proclamation as God’s organ (causa
instrumentalis) but rather all emphasis is placed on the preacher’s charisma and rhetoric.
Effective preaching is only so if the man is specially endowed with gifts. The Holy Spirit is

given short shrift.



With the exegete-the-culture tact of Sweet, we witness a real danger of syncretism. His
approach of assimilating the surround culture makes delineation between God’s Word and the
false words of world religion difficult. “A globalization of evangelism “in connection” with
others, and a globally “informed” gospel, is capable of talking across the fence with Hindu,
Buddhist, Sikh, Muslim—people from other so called “new” religious traditions (“new” only to
us)-without assumption of superiority and power. One Caribbean theologian has called this the
“decolonization of theology.”~It will take a decolonized theology for Christians to appreciate the
genuineness of others’ faiths, and to see and celebrate what is good, beautiful, and true in their
beliefs without any illusions that down deep we all are believers in the same thing.”3? Also “the
power of small groups is in their ability to develop the discipline to get people “in-phase” with

the Christ consciousness and connected with one another.”3

IV. Conclusion

Lutheran authors have begun to critique the emergent movement. Ironically it appears that
the movement is fading in popularity as quickly as it arose. Mark Driscoll of Seattle’s Mars Hill
Church and a former emergent has distanced himself from McLaren over his understanding of
Scripture and Christ and presents a more moderate approach.3* Yet, the ideology continues. Some
within the LCMS have advocated assimilating the practical ideas of this movement.3

Difficulty arises in forming an effective critique because emergents are resistant to the
creation either systematics or dogmatics texts. Despite this, the emergents prolific writing make
easy the task of gleaning a confession of the Word of God. From these writings, we recognize
their consistency with the theological trends of the 19t and 20" century including gospel

reductionism.



The clear writings of Lutheran dogmaticians responding to past errors continue to bear upon
this seemingly new emergent ideology. While the emergent church neglects the relationship of
practice to theology, those who assume their practices might forget this relationship and so
assume emergent theology. A continued dogmatic response to trends in contemporary American
evangelicalism. The Christian confession of the Word of God is is bound to the means of grace,

the forgiveness and eternal life of sinful man.
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