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. INTRODUCTION

A camp director who | once worked for always referred to new movements as hew
waves of the Spirit.OThere are many whowould say there is a new wave of the Spirit in the
Church today and many are caling tha the emerging church. The emerging church has only
recently become a term tha more and more are becoming familiar with.* Throughthewriting of
the emerging church@ most prolific author, Brian McLaren,? theterms Emergent and emerging
church have become fairly maingream in both evangdical and mainline Christianity. Because of
therecent popukrity of some of these books as well as the hundeeds and thousndswho have
attendad the past three Emergent Conventions many are now beginning to write booksagang
this movement, mos notable is evangdica scholar D.A. Caron@forthcoming book (Becoming
Convesant with the Emerging Church: Undestanding a Movement and Its Implications@ This
movement is onewhich | beieve hasthepotentia to do some very progressive thingsfor
people@ undestanding of Christianity; | chose to research this cultural groupbecause | thought
it would beintriguing to see howthe cultural variables from this pogmoden crowd was directly
affecting theway they read and interpreted Scripture.

Before proceeding in this pgper, it will beimportant to definetermsthat | will beworking
with throughoutthis paper. Theterm EEmergentOis used specifically for the organization of
people who are behind the Gmerging church.Olnitially formed as Terra Nova, this group
congsted of severa friendswho were pastorsin fairly large conservative evangdica churches

who had reached a point in thar ministry where they knew they could nat go on doingwhat they

L When | visited Princeton last fall, | mentioned the term to a few people, and received only blank stares back. Thisyear, for
better or worse, more and more people know what the emerging church movement is about (or rather, think they know what it is
about).

2 McLaren has written over 10 books. His A New Kind of Christian series and the recent A Generous Othodoxy: Why | Am a
Missional, Evangelical, Post/Protestant, Liberal/Conservative, Mystical/Poetic, Biblical, Charismatic/Contempl ative,
Fundamentalist/Calvinist, Anabaptist/Anglican, M ethodist, Catholic, Green, Incarnational, Depressed-yet-Hopeful, Emergent,
Unfinished Christian have been his most well-known books.

3 Forthcoming: D.A. Carson, Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church: Understanding a Movement and Its Implications
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005).
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were doing, bdieving and teaching that @ypelof Christianity and doing that kind of church.
They needed to know there was something else outthere, some new form of Christianity, or else
they were notgaing to survive. Emergentis agroup of people who are open to rethinking
everything from theology to worship styles to ecclesiology to leadership structures to
methodobgy; al of thisrethinkingis donewith the acknowledgment that we are living and
thinking in a pog-colonial, pod-moden sodety.

The Gémerging churchGis a term used to describea group of pastors, churches (many
from within Emergent) and other groupswho are engaging with these ideas, engaging with
theology and trying to do church in anew way. Asoppo®d to those who are involved with
Emergent who have moved beyondther conservative evangdical roots, there are still some
churches who want to be called Gémerging churchesObut who are still steeped in avery
conservative evangdical culture.

Many who identify themselves with the emergent Gzonversation® would also refer to
themselves as pogmoden (see bdow for avariety of textures of pogmodenism)®. For the
remainde of the pgoer, these are the people within Emergent and the emerging church
convasation| will bereferringto. Other literature | use may refer to this group as Generation X
or younge evangdicals, but| will use theterm Qrogmoden.Ol use this term to describethose
within Emergent and the emerging church movement who are moving away from ther
congervative evangdical roots and looking for a more progressive faith, as oppo®d to those in
the emerging church conveasation who still desire to remain faithful to thar conservative

backgrounds

* There are some who want to say that the emerging church isnot a movement, but rather, a Qronversation.O
®| first saw this phrase Qextures of postmodernismOin abook by A.K.M. Adam and want to use that term for this paper. A.K.M.
Adam, What is Postmodern Biblical Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 1.
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Il. TEXTURES OF THE POSTM ODERN® CULTURE

Before | ge into thefour textures of podmodensandther culture tha | see (pog-
inditutiond, pog-rationdistic, pog-individudistic and pog-Holocaud/pog-9/11), let me shae a
quote fromA.K.M. Adam, whois drawing off thework of Cornd West:

(Pogmodernism is antifounddiond in that it resolutely refuses to post any onepremise

astheprivileged and unassailable starting point for establishing claimsto truth. It is

antitotalizing because podmoden discourse sugpects tha any theory tha claimsto
accountfor everythingis suppressing counerexamples, or is applying warped criteria so
that it can induderecacitrant cases. Pogmodernism is also demystifying: it attendsto
claimsthat certain assumptionsare MauralCand tries to show that these are in fact
ideological projectionsG
Throughthefollowing four textures of podmoden culture that are shared, as well as how tha
impeacts thar hermeneutic, thereader will find many similarities between the abovequot and
theway in which those items get worked outin hermeneutics.

Oneof thefirst textures of podmodenstoday istheir ingstence on being pog-
institutional. Many do notfeel comfortable be onging to any Qyroup Othere seemsto bea
genaa distrud for inditutiond structures or affiliationswith groups For example, apogmodean
Chrigtian will be much more likely to identify her/himself as a Christian before they would claim
to bea Presbyterian or United Methodist;® OTheir failure to commit to traditiond religiousand
denominaiond structures does notsignd ther lack of interest in questionsof meaning and
values. Indead, it signdstha new ingitutionsare being birthed, and tha current ones mug be

reinvented if they are to survive within this environment.83 Many pogmodenswould place

themselves in-between Republicans and Democarats, liberals and conservatives or even between

® Again, when | refer to (postmodernOin this paper, | am not necessarily referring to the philosophical postmodern tradition of
Derrida, Lyotard and others, athough some of the emerging church/postmodern crowd may be familiar and influenced by such
philosophy. Rather, | am referring to the group of peopleinvolved in with Emergent and/or the emerging church movement who
would call themselves Gpostmodern.O

" Adam, 5.

8 Many see this as proof that the postmodernism could belinked to a growing post-denominationalism.

% Donad E. Miller and Arpi MishaMiller, Ontroduction: Understanding Generation X,0in Gen X Religion, eds. Richard W.
Flory and Donald E. Miller (New Y ork: Routledge, 2000), 3.
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liberal and pog-liberds. Thereisagrowing sense tha thisin-beweennessis aresult of the

strongdudistic naure tha pervades much of our sodety.
Thisdudism is present in many structures in sodety, and
impresses uponthis generation the need to @&thoo® sidesO
and claim which groupthey are going to link up with. This
attempt to force them into aboxis very dissatisfying for the
pogmodern crowd. In novdist Walker Percy@bodk, The
Second Coming, themain character is strugging with his
eventud early retirement and life in the deep CChristianO
south, and says thefollowing: Orherest of my life, which
will be short, shdl bedevoted to a search for thethird
alterndive, atertium quid Dif thereis one3° Pogmodens
don®want to choos sides Bthey are looking for thetertium
quid.

Inther desire to live into thar pogmodenness, this
group of people recognize tha they livein aworld that is
becoming more and more pog-rationalistic. As soon asone
begins speaking of pog-rationdism, many people get
immediately skeptical and ask, (8o, youwant to live in an
irrationd world20Thisis nottheissueat stake: On the

twenty-first-century world, the attitudetoward the use of

Charaderistics of the
Younger Evangdicals*

1. Grew up in a postmodern world.

2. Marked by a post-9/11 era.

3. Have recovered the biblical
understanding of human nature.

4. Are aware of anew context of ministry.
5. Differ with the pragmatist approach to
ministry.

6. Minister in anew paradigm of though.
7. Stand for the absolutes of the Christian
faith in anew way.

8. Recogni ze the road to the future runs
through the past.

9. Committed to the plight of the poor,
especially in urban centers.

10. Willing to live by therules.

11. Facility with technology

12. Highly visual

13. Communicate through stories.

14. Grasp the power of the imagination.
15. Advocate the resurgence of the arts.
16. Appreciate the power of performative
symbol.

17. Long for community.

18. Committed to multicultural
communities of faith.

19. Committed to intergenerational
ministry

20. Attracted to absolutes.

21. Ready to commit.

22. Sear ch for shared wisdom.

23. Demand authenticity.

24. Realize the unity between thought
and action.

Chart taken from Robert E. Webber, The
Y ounger Evangelicals (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Books, 2002), 54.

*Webber uses the term Grounger
evangelicalOwhich is similar to
GemergentOor (postmodernOPbut | do not
think all these characteristics would be
applicable to the aroup | am referring to.

reason has shifted rather significantly. The new attitude bom outof cultural shifts, isthat theuse

of reason and science to prove or disprove afact is questionale. Thiscondusonisno argument

0 Walker Percy, The Second Coming: A Novel, (New York, NY: Picador, 1999), 190.
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forirrationdism.3' Therationdity and desire for ultimate certainty that came with the
Enlightenment and Pog-Enlightenment projects has hdped to contribute, as well, to thedudities
present in theworld, creating the false-assumption that this world congsts of black or white
answers. Pogmodensrespondwith aresounding ONoOto that assumption, claiming that they
live in abath/and world, as oppo®d to an either/or world. Living in a pod-rationdistic world
also causes pogmodeansto be much more comfortable with mystery than those in past
genaations Rationdism called for clear answers to questionsabouttheworld and God. Pos-
rationdists do not deny that humanity@ rationdity can be used for determining some thingsin
thisworld, but are content to live with mystery and paradox. Much of God® Story is mystery
and paradox, which is onereason why pogmodens are skeptical and unimpressed by modan
attempts to pull clean-cut propostiond truthsoutof Scripture. Podmodeansare persuaded by
stories and so place a greater emphasis on storied truth as oppo®d to thecold, hard facts.
Pogmodensacross theboad emphasize therole of community. Thisingstence onthe
role of community in spiritud formationisin direct oppostion to the rampant individudism in
American Dallowing pogmodeansto be more and more pog-individualistic. Orheyounge
evangdicals yearn to bdongto a conmunity. They do notembrace theindvidudism birthed out
of the Enlightenment and dominant in thetwentieth century, nor are they attracted to the me-ism
of theeighties. They have rejected the culture of narcissism and seek community.3? The
pogmoden rightly looksoutinto theworld and acknowedges that theindividud nolonge
deserves the center of the stage™ and looksto the community. Alongwith the emphasis on
community istherole dialogueplays in theformation of truth for the pogmoden. Dialogueand

thedialectical processisimportantin that truth isarrived at throughconvesation, througha

1 Webber, 84.
2 \Webber, 51.
13 Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, M1: Eerdmans, 1996), 168.
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process and not necessarily in aclear, cut-and-dry approach. Podmodensalso identify
authenticity as atrait that is especially important today.

Findly, pogmodensfind themselves living during an interesting time in history: the
pog-Holocaust/pog-9/11 era. This has adramatic impact in theway they view theworld, truth
and progress. Webbe writes, Orhey know tha theworld will never bethe same, that theideds
of progperity and hopeof a pre-September 11 world of peace will never hgppen.3* Because of
these two horrifically significant eventsin our recent history, oneduring thelives of the
pogmoden generation, theworld will forever be viewed with great skepticism. The Holocaud,
which broughtaboutthe death of millionsin Europe, was perpetuaed by aman who bdieved he
hdd the ong abslute truth Btha hehdd the ong absolute, correct viewpoint. Thisis enoughto
make anyoneskeptical aboutabsolute truth. PostmodeansOviews on absolute truth vary, butfor
this group, many still beieve tha some absolute truth exists, butjud tha they will never beable
to knowwhat it is. Because they don®have the capacity to know the absolute truth, many
podmodeanswill be more comfortable with accepting thevalidity, and truth, that exists within a
multiplicity of truth-claims.

[11. AN EMERGING POSTMODERN HERMENEUTIC

A podmoden biblical heemeneutic is hard to define for this groupof podmodens
because they are still so spread out across the boad on so many different issues. However, one
could arguetha for these pogmodens ther biblical heemeneutic will be pod-ingitutiond, pod-
rationdistic, pog-individudistic and pod-Holocast/pog-9/11. Let usexamine how each of these
pogmoden characteristics affect and create an emergent pogmoden biblical hermeneutic.

Pogmodeansare pod-inditutiond andtherefore, ther biblical hemeneutic will strive for

ecumenism and multiple, alternative approaches; they will notsmply follow the party-lineof

4 Webber, 47.
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ther inditution or denomination. Because pogmodernsare not tied-down or hed accountble™
to denominaions theaeisthefreedomfor more ecumenical interpretations It also allows for
more creativity in interpretive methodsand interpretations Also, because pogmodansmay not
desireto claim loydty to any onedenomination, any interpretation tha they come up with will
more than likely be much more ecumenical. This desire for ecumenism allows the convesation
to take place across denominaiond walls and lines, across awide-variety of faith traditions and
also makes roomfor the possibility for interfaith dialogueover biblical interpretation.
Thepod-rationdistic tendendes of podmodensaffect thar interpretation of the Bible in
avariety of ways, these interpretationswill be both/and-condruds, dynamic, and onesthat leave
roomfor themystery and ultimate Story of God. Therationdistic indinaion of many in the past
desired to pull the @neright and trueinterpretationOout of the Scriptures is rejected by
pogmodens rather, poesmodeansleave roomand actudly desire amulti-vocal interpretation.
Thereisroom at thetable for aboth/and-interpretation, as oppo®d to an either/or-interpretation;
and not jug both/and but all interpretationsare valid and worthy of being heard. Blountargues
this as well: QVe therefore foundthat thefull spectrum of thetext@ meaning can only be
appreciated if one@ andysisis notlimited to an individud interpreter or asingle group of
interpreters. The complete @ainbowCbecomes visible only when each of themicro-
interpersondly oriented investigationsis consdered. 3° Posmodeansalso desire dynamic
interpretations Rightdodrineandrightbdief hasits place, butif it does notlead to action, it is

simply notenoughor desired by the pogmodan. Pogmodensbdieve in the ability of humanity

15 Obviously, that can aso be viewed as anegative result of not having to be held responsible by an ingtitution. Postmoderns, if
they remain post-institutional and post-denominational, will need to find their own way to create a system where the
interpretations and theologies being formed are within at least some type of a Christian framework, though | am not sure who will
be the one to decide what that framework looks like.

16 Brian Blount, Cultural Interpretation: Reorienting New Testament Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 179.
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to create with God, to be co-(re)creators™’ with Christ, and so any goodhermeneutic will lead
oneto co-(re)credtivity, action and the determined seeking of bringing the Kingdomof God into
our midg today.

Theemphasis on acceptance of mystery also playsinto thebiblical hermeneutic, in that
pogmodensare more comfortable than others with ambiguity, incoheence, paradoxical
passages and the mysteriousnaure of God. Grenz, who is working within aframework that is
more congervative, attempts to hdp conservativesrealize tha this does not mean pogmodens
are anti-rationd: GRather, in undestanding and articulating the Christian faith, we must make
roomfor the concept of GnysteryCPnotas an irrationd complement to therationd butas a
reminde tha thefundanental reality of God transcendshumen rationdity.3® Acceptance of
mystery within God@story is preferred and emphasized in the pogmoden worldview. In
addition to mystery, they emphasize the acceptance of the Bible as God® Cstory,3° as opposd
to simply a storehou of propostiond truthsjug waiting to befound.This aso playsinto the
desire to see interpretive work create dynamic results: OVe do not undestand or verify a story by
standing outsideit and seeking to andyze or défend it. Rather, we undestand stories by
becoming a part of them, experiendng them as participants.°

Being pog-individudigtic is oneof the mog important attributes to the pogmoden
crowd. A pod-individudistic hermeneutic of the pogmodenswill becommund, dialectic and
authentic. Qe come to scripture aware that we are participants in aconaete, visible fellowship

of disciplesin covenant with oneanother. Intheend, our god isto hear wha the Spirit is saying

™ This term was coined by Doug Pagitt, who is on the US-Coordinating Team of Emergent. Pagitt pastors an emerging church in
Minneapolis, MN called Solomon@ Porch (http://www.solomonsporch.com). Pagitt writes about humanity& role in co-
(re)creation in his book, Reimagining Spiritual Formation: A Week in the Life of an Experimental Church (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2003), 133.

'8 Grenz, 170.

9 Brian McLaren( sequel to his A New Kind of Christian was entitled The Story We Find Ourselves In B suggesting the need to
look at the biblica narrative as just that: anarrative, and not something that simply consists of hundreds of little propositional
truths that are just waiting to be found, pulled out (of context) and claimed as Qruth.O

%0 Webber, 90-1.
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to this particular congregaion andto these particular bdievers who share togdaher the mandae
of being afellowship of bdieversin this specific setting G* Grenz writes: QAlthoughthe gogd
comes to uspersondly, God® purmposes for creation find ther fulfillment notin theformation of
an aggregate of Gaveddindividuds butin acommunity of recondled people. Consequently, the
Spirit@ task isto bring into being a new communityEO* While Godisfor theindividud to
some extent, God®truedesire isfor community, and so pogmodens place ther enphasis there
aswell. A biblical hermeneutic mug come from within the community, impact the community
and call the community to action.

Thedialectical aspect of diaogueis aso key, and connected to the commund aspect of
an emergent pogmoden biblical hermeneutic. In a church setting, the whole interpretation of a
biblical text will nolonge ssimply come from oneperson, geneaaly the preaching pastor, but
rather, theinterpretation will arise from within the community, throughthe process of dialogue
Emergent pastor Doug Pagitt has implemented such a strategy for his church, Solomon®
Porch.2® Pagitt invites everyoneto a Tuesday night gathering to discuss tha week@ biblical text.
Pagitt explainshisrolein the process:

This process hdpsme see the passage as a living testament with much to say to usin the

here and now. It allows me to gointo Sunday knowing thet | am notjust aguy spewing

out my QvastOknowledgeof the Bible, buta member of acommunity whoisbeng

formed onthe spot by the God-given indghts of others Bin short, amember of a
dialogue®

21 Grenz, Beyond Foundationalism, 92.

22 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 78-9.

23 pagitt is a contemporary example of such a phenomenon, but obviously not the right. In Rosemary Radford Ruether( book,

Sexism and God-Talk (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), she shares the story of a community Italian Benedictine abbot, Dom

Giovanni Franzoni of the Italian Basic Christian Community of St. Paul® Outside the Walls in Rome. Ruether writes: On the

early 1960s, during the Second V atican Council, Franzoni began inviting the laity to reflect with him on the Scriptures every

Saturday night. He then preached his Sunday homily from this shared reflectionEA core community of several hundred people

began to reshape the liturgy in a more participatory way and also to engage in direct political action on such issues as war and

g4nempl oyment.OPagitt is doing the same thing by incorporating the use of dialoguein his community@ interpretive methods.
Pagitt, 89.
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Astherole of community becomes more and more important, so does the necessity for
authenticity amongpodmodans Or ounge evangdicals are tired of people wallowing aroundin
themud of ther past or beating thar breasts aboutall thaer successes. They jug want people to
bereal.(3 An authentic hermeneutic will be onetha puts on nothing to attempt to impress
anyone butrather, it will bereal. If apogmoden has a problem with a passage and doesn®
undestand it, ingead of trying to ignore those problems, they will claim them. A pogmoden
interpreter will notbeafraid to ask questions reveal doubs and even resist thebiblical text if
tha iswha they are honestly feeling.

Findly, apogmoden biblical hermeneutic will take into accountthefact that we liveina
pog-Holocaud/pog-9/11 period in history today. As mentioned above this aspect leads
podmodeansto bevery skeptical aboutultimate, absolute truth claims, especially when they
relate to oneld interpretation. Because of this, pogmodens agan, are open to a variety of truth-
perspectives and interpretations GReaders can aso Ghink the opposteCby resisting biblical and
interpretive tendendes to pos mutudly exclusve interpretive options Much biblical rhetoric
pods either/or aternaives; biblical scholars tend to address problems as thoughthey aready
know therangeof possible aternaives.3° Pogmodens ingead of latching onto oneQrue-for-
all-timeQinterpretation, want to exhaug therangeof possible alternative interpretations

When oneinterpretationis finaly determined to bea QyoodQnterpretation, it isalso hed
very loosly, knowing the trangtory and temporal nature of all interpretive work. In apog-9/11
sodety, podmodenshave seen thelie of permanence, and they have come to be skeptical of the
undianging naure of things People die, naionsfal apart, dreams go urfulfilled. Pogmoden

interpretation, thus becomes something organic: CEt here can never beonefind text

% Webber, 53.
2 A dam, 75.
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interpretationEB ecause we know tha human circumstance is condantly changing, we can
condudetha text interpretation will remain fluid. 3’ Pogmoden interpretation remainsin flux;
it isnotsomething fixated.
V. CONCLUSION
It isdifficult to pant the entire spectrum of a pogmoden worldview and undestanding
of biblica hemeneutics. However, | think tha an adequae summary of this cultural group of
emergent pogmodeanscongsts of apod-inditutiond, pod-rationdistic, pod-individudistic and
pog-Holocaud/pog-9/11 worldview. Therefore an emergent posmoden biblical heemeneuticis
ecumenical, dynamic, commund and organic. Thehemeneutic is ecumenical in tha it strugdes
to fightagaing ingditutionsand desires to bring all into the convesation; it is dynamic because it
readsthe Bible throughthelensof a Story and attempts to bring aboutlife-action and respone
from thetext; it iscommund because it seeksfirst the community (over agang theindividud)
and arrives at such an interpretation throughauthentic relationships of peoplein dialogue and
lastly, it is organic because it isfluid, ever-changing and has a goodundestanding of human
limitations An emergent pogmoden biblical hermeneutic will notclaim to betheony andtrue
hermeneutic, butl bdieve this heemeneutic is onesuch way tha disillusonad pogmodensfind
T(t)ruth,®® meaning and hopein theBible,
Therules for podmoden interpretations become manifest only after
thefad; we will notknowhowto judgesuch interpretationsuntl! after we
have wroughtthem. Thethingto doisjud to goahead, to bricolate theBversions
that seem rightfromthe materials we find at handandto present our interpretations
to our audiencesE Propoundyour own Brversions of theageold stories; spin unfamiliar
text-iles fromthefamliar threadswe hawe been given; steal away across theborder

to smuggle an unautorized indgghtinto a hermeneutical Babylon; Cetrike fromsilent lines a
fireQ wri(gh)t theinterpretationsthat moden biblical hermeneutics hasforbidden.?

%" Blount, 184.

%8 Aspostmoderns like to play with language and words, thisismy term that encompasses both the Truth that is only found in
Jesus and other truths that can be found in scripture, but are not limited to the Bible, nor are they limited to the Christian
tradition.

2 Adam, 77.
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