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Michael Wittmer
Every generation must integrate the Christian faith with its own particular moment in
history. The early church did it with Plato, the medieval church used Aristotle, the
Reformers relied on the Renaissance, the modern church incorporated the
Enlightenment, and now the emerging church is seeking to assimilate their faith with
our new, postmodern culture.
This is a necessary, though dangerous job. The same culture that provides avenues to
communicate the gospel may also, if we are not careful, compromise its most important
parts. Consider the modern church. Surrounded by a scientific culture that valued
proof and hard facts, modern conservatives packaged the gospel into “The Four
Spiritual Laws” and defended it with Evidence That Demands a Verdict. While these
endeavors led many to Christ, emerging Christians wonder whether such intellectual
approaches emphasize knowing the right facts rather than doing the right acts.
These emerging Christians are a transdenominational collection of mostly Western,
white, twenty- or thirty- somethings who, like many in our postmodern culture, seek
authenticity in their relationships, mystery in their worship, and remedies for the big
social and economic problems of our day, such as racism, sexism, slavery, poverty, and
pollution. All of this is a large improvement over the individualized gospel that many
modern Christians grew up with. We all should applaud and follow their lead.
Nevertheless, there is an important segment within the emerging church which is going
beyond this call for authentic Christian living and permitting our postmodern culture to
significantly influence its beliefs. The leaders of this group are found in Emergent
Village, a loose-knit organization which arose from friendships formed during
Leadership Network meetings in the late 1990s. Labels can be controversial in this fluid
environment, but I will follow the increasingly common practice of calling this group
“Emergent” in order to distinguish it from the more conservative “emerging” church.2
Theologically, Emergents view themselves as the productive union of postliberalism on
the left (e.g., Hans Frei and George Lindbeck) and postconservatism on the right (e.g.,
John Franke and Roger Olson).3 They explicitly seek to transcend the labels of left and
right, and alleging that these terms are leftovers from modernity, suggest that the fact
that they are postmodern may enable them to do so.4
Emergent’s most influential authors include Brian McLaren, Tony Jones, Doug Pagitt,
Spencer Burke, Peter Rollins, and John Caputo (the latter may not call himself
“Emergent,” but he is a friend and contributor to the movement).5 While these writers
may not agree on every point, their writings taken collectively seem to advocate an
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inclusive soteriology, an optimistic anthropology, and a humble epistemology.6 On
each issue they are reacting, at least in part, to a narrow fundamentalism which no
longer seems plausible in a postmodern age. While they are right to correct the errors in
this conservative extreme, their repudiation of fundamentalist excess risks falling off the
opposite side into liberalism. I will demonstrate this danger by closing this essay with a
brief comparison of Emergent statements and the views expressed by the liberal
opponents of J. Gresham Machen in his 1923 book, Christianity and Liberalism.
Inclusive Soteriology
Conservative Christians cite Acts 4:12 (“Salvation is found in no one else”) and John
14:6 (“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me.”) to support their claim that sinners must repent and believe in Jesus in
order to be saved. Many Emergent leaders grew up with this conservative gospel and
are now reacting against it. Perhaps influenced in part by our culture’s value on
inclusion—where every child is above average and receives a trophy just for
participating—several Emergent authors say that we must not exclude others from the
family of God simply because they believe differently. Rather than separate people into
in- and out-groups, we should recognize that we are all God’s children, accepted by
him just as we are.
Brian McLaren introduces this idea when he has Markus, the wisest character in his
fictional story, say that “Maybe God’s plan is an opt-out plan, not an opt-in one. If you
want to stay out of the party, you can. Nobody will force you to enjoy it.”7 Spencer
Burke goes beyond “maybe” and states matter-of-factly that salvation is not an opt-in
program. He writes: “We’re in unless we choose to be out. That is how grace works. We
don’t opt in to it—we can only opt out.”8 Burke explains:
Religion declares that we are separated from God, that we are “outsiders.” Grace tells us
the opposite; we are already in unless we want to be out. This is the real scandal of Jesus.
His message eradicated the need for religion. It may come as a surprise, but Jesus has
never been in the religion business. He’s in the business of grace, and grace tells us there
is nothing we need to do to find relationship with the divine. The relationship is already
there; we only need to nurture it.9

To make sure we get the point, Burke repeats his liberating message: “As I’ve said,
grace is an opt-out issue, not an opt-in one. God wants us at his party, just because we
exist.”10
This Emergent brand of inclusivism is more open than the traditional kind. Inclusivists
have generally insisted that, while sinners may not need to hear the gospel in order to
be saved, they at least must respond to God’s general revelation. For example, the
Council of Vatican II declared that “Those who, through no fault of their own, do not
know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere
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heart, and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through
the dictates of their conscience—those too may achieve eternal salvation.”11
Emergent inclusivists have lowered the bar further. Unlike traditional inclusivists, who
argue that sinners must reach toward and obey the God they know, Burke says that we
do not need to do or believe anything to be saved, for we are in unless we choose to be
out. Traditional inclusivists assert that we must believe or do something, however
minimal, to be saved. Emergent’s postmodern version declares that we are saved even
if we believe or do nothing. We are born already on the inside. And unless we
intentionally sabotage our salvation, staring the God of grace in the face and telling him
that we want out—inside is where we will stay.
This value on inclusion leads many Emergents to interpret exclusive-sounding texts of
scripture in inclusive ways. For example, McLaren warns that Jesus did not mean in
John 14:6 that “I am in the way of people seeking truth and life. I won’t let anyone get
to God unless he comes through me.” McLaren continues: “The name of Jesus, whose
life and message resonated with acceptance, welcome, and inclusion, has too often
become a symbol of elitism, exclusion, and aggression.”12 He fears that, “For some
people, it seems that Jesus is not the way to God, but rather he is in the way to God, as if
he is saying, ‘No you don’t! You can’t come to God unless you get by me first!’”13
If this is what Jesus did not mean, Burke goes further and tells us what he did. Like
many Emergents, Burke states that following the way of Jesus is about how we live
rather than what we believe. He explains: “When Jesus described himself as “the way,”
he seemed to be telling his followers that violence or conformity to other systems and
structures is not the way to God. Instead, the way is found in the path he laid out.”
This path “is not about competing with other faith traditions. It’s about living out a
way of grace, love, forgiveness, and peace.”14
In An Emergent Manifesto of Hope, which is a compilation of essays from Emergent
authors on various subjects, Samir Selmanovic illustrates this new emphasis on ethics
over beliefs. He describes an Indian chief’s reluctance to become a Christian because he
did not want to go to paradise if the rest of his family was in hell. Selmanovic writes
that the chief’s decision was “moved by the Holy Spirit,” for though he did not pledge
“allegiance to the name of Christ,” the chief did “want to be like him and thus accept
him at a deeper level.” Because Jesus is love, the chief’s choice to not believe in Jesus out
of love for his family is more “Christlike” than if he had accepted “the name of
Christ.”15
So the chief followed Christ by not believing in him? Besides wondering how
Selmanovic would interpret Jesus’ stern warning that “Anyone who loves his father or
mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more
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than me is not worthy of me” (Matt. 10:37; cf. Lk. 14:26), this story illustrates the
ultimate end of placing ethics over doctrine. Once we concede that sinners need not
believe in Jesus to be saved, there is little to prevent us from concluding, like
Selmanovic, that some may be saved by not believing in him.
Optimistic Anthropology
Emergents’ inclusive soteriology is supported by their overly optimistic anthropology.
Unlike conservatives, who sometimes emphasize the Fall until they imagine that sinners
are wretched worms (e.g., “Would He devote that sacred head for such a worm as I?”),16
Emergents tend to stretch the goodness of Creation and common grace until they have
no more use for the doctrine of original sin.
For example, Doug Pagitt argues that “the theology of depravity was yet another handme-down from the fifth century and the church’s efforts to create a clear GreekChristian hybrid.”17 Leaving aside his mistaken belief that the notion of original sin
originated when Augustine imported Greek philosophy into the Christian faith, it is
worth noting why Pagitt opposes the doctrine of total depravity.
First, Pagitt says that original sin does not fit our experience. He writes that no one
walks through a maternity ward and says, “‘Oh, what a collection we have here of
dirty, rotten, little sinners who are separate from God and only capable of evil!’ Rather,
the impulse is to say, ‘What wondrous, beautiful miracles.’ …New life just doesn’t seem
to fit with this notion of inherent depravity.”18 Second, Pagitt asserts that original sin is
unchristian. He thinks that to suggest that Adam’s “fallen state somehow changed the
nature of humanity,” leaving us “inherently evil to the core” so that “humanity is evil
and depraved and that we enter the world this way,” would deny our value as image
bearers of God.19 He claims that “When we believe that people are inherently godly
rather than inherently depraved, it follows that all people have worth, that all people
have God-inspired goodness to offer.”20
Rather than accept the traditional view that Adam’s “original status was lost and
replaced by original sin and a debased version of humanity that was then passed from
parent to child like a genetic disease,” Pagitt suggests that sin comes through various
forms—“whether through our habits and systems, our intentions or the doing of others,
or our bodies and biology.”21 Rather than think that our babies are “full of sin” and
“ourselves as freed from sin and growing in goodness” because we are baptized, we
should believe that we are “the ones deeply affected by the sin that comes as we live
our lives, and we hope that our children can avoid it whenever possible.”22
Pagitt seems unconcerned that his denial of original sin identifies him with the thought
of Pelagius. He argues that Pelagius should not have been excommunicated by the
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church, for his belief in the inherent goodness of human nature supplies a welcome
counterbalance to Augustine’s emphasis on our depravity. Pagitt claims that
Augustine’s belief that “people were born separate from God” fit the Greek
understanding of God popular in the Roman Empire. This allowed him to defeat
Pelagius’ alien, Druid notion that “people were born with the Light of God aflame
within them, if even dimly lit.” But since Augustine’s view is not necessarily better,
Pagitt says that we should remain open to the insights of Pelagius, remembering that
“different cultures will have different expressions” of the Christian faith.23
Spencer Burke also denies the significance of sin. He writes that grace is “not
conditional on recognizing or renouncing sin” but “it comes to us whether or not we
ask for it. We don’t have to do something to receive it, nor do we even have to respond
to it in some way. It simply comes.”24 And so he claims that we must move beyond
traditional notions of sin. He explains:
Although the link between grace and sin has driven Christianity for centuries, it just
doesn’t resonate in our culture anymore. It repulses rather than attracts. People are
becoming much less inclined to acknowledge themselves as “sinners in need of a Savior.”
It’s not that people view themselves as perfect; it’s that the language they use to describe
themselves has changed. “Broken,” “fragmented,” and “lacking wholeness”—these are
some of the new ways people describe their spiritual need. What resonates is a sense of
disconnection.25

Likewise, Tony Jones agrees that gospel presentations have focused too much on sin.
He writes:
A generation or two ago, defenses of Christianity that focused on human sinfulness were
potent; a common metaphor showed God on one side of a diagram and a stick figure
(you) on the other; the chasm between was labeled “Sin,” and the only bridge across was
in the shape of Jesus’ cross. But emergents ask, “What kind of God can’t reach across a
chasm? Chasms can’t stop God!”26

I am not sure what Jones is objecting to here, for the metaphor’s point is that while the
chasm prevents us from coming to God, it does not stop God from reaching across.
Perhaps he means that God should be able to reach us in some other way besides the
cross? Or perhaps that our sin does not separate us from God? The latter seems the
case, given how Jones’ self-described best friend Doug Pagitt objects to the metaphor.27
Pagitt denies “that human beings are inherently depraved and broken and that’s why
our perfect God cannot be in a relationship with us until we are fixed up.” He says that
“There is nothing in the story [of the Fall] that tells us that God steps over to the other
side of some great chasm once Eve bites down on that fruit.”28
Like Pagitt, Jones seems to think that sin comes from an external source in our
environment. He acknowledges that “many emergent Christians will concur that we
live in a sinful world, a world of wars and famines and pogroms. But they will be
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inclined to attribute this sin not to the distance between human beings and God but to
the broken relationships that clutter our lives and our world.”29
I agree with Jones that we suffer from broken relationships and many varieties of social
evil, but are these the main source of sin? Did not Jesus say that sin comes from the
heart—from the inside out rather than from the outside in? (Matt. 15:18-20). If sin is
external then the cross need only be, in Jones’ words, “an act of divine solidarity with
the suffering and broken world.”30 But if the root cause of sin lies within every human
heart then the cross must be powerful enough to cleanse us from the inside.
And so Emergent’s inclusive soteriology and optimistic anthropology leads to a
deficient view of the atonement. While Emergents rightly remind us that we need every
theory of the atonement, many of them do not allow for penal substitution. These
Emergents accept that Jesus was our substitute but they object to the idea that he bore
our penalty.31 They prefer the Christus Victor model, which states that Jesus paid his
life as a ransom to Satan (which is true) than that he endured his Father’s wrath in our
place (which is also true; see Rom. 3:25; Gal. 3:13; 2 Cor. 5:21). Some Emergents hint that
penal substitution cashes out as “divine child abuse,” for the Father demands the life of
his Son before he is willing to forgive sinners.32 Brian McLaren summarizes Emergent’s
concern: “If God was going to forgive us, why didn’t he just forgive us? Why did Jesus
have to die so that we could be forgiven? Having an innocent person die for guilty
people did not seem to solve the ‘injustice’ of forgiveness—it only seemed to add to the
injustice. So, why did Jesus have to die?”33
In reply, one might briefly point out that God offered himself on the cross. We cannot
divide the persons of the Father and Son and then charge the Father with child abuse
for sacrificing another. Second, God is not able to forgive without penalty, but not
because, as Neil says in McLaren’s story, God is “a nice guy caught in a tough fix. He
wants to forgive us, but he has to play by the rules of the court.”34 When God forgives
sin he is not obliging some external law or higher standard, but his own righteous and
loving nature. If God is love and God is life, then selfishness, which is the opposite of
God, must lead to death. Because sin necessarily ends in death, God cannot forgive sin
without the ultimate sacrifice.
And because God paid what his loving and righteous nature demanded, we are able to
forgive others without demanding payment in return. When we forgive others without
strings attached, we are merely passing on God’s forgiveness to others. Since the only
reason we can forgive without penalty is because God already has paid it for us, those
who criticize God for being less magnanimous than they completely miss the point of
the cross. They forget that forgiveness always requires satisfaction. A legal or financial
debt may not be satisfied by the person who is forgiven, but it will be borne by
someone. Someone always pays, whether it is the crime victim who absorbs injustice or
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the bank’s shareholders who write off the bad loan. There is no free lunch, either in
economics or salvation.
The upshot of Emergent’s high view of humanity and truncated theory of the
atonement is a broadly inclusive gospel. Recently I happened upon a radio interview
where an Emergent spokesperson was asked whether Protestant Christians believe that
salvation is by grace through faith alone. He answered yes, for we believe that salvation
is a gift. There is no quota of works that we must meet, but we simply accept our
acceptance by our Creator.
This is a provocatively incomplete answer. True as far as it goes (God is our Creator), it
is sufficiently incomplete to mislead (don’t we also need God the Redeemer?). This may
be the first time a Christian has affirmed salvation by grace through faith without
mentioning Jesus Christ, his death and resurrection, and our need to repent and believe
this good news. Shorn of their association with Jesus Christ, the notions of grace and
faith are reduced to empty caricatures. Salvation no longer means turning from sin and
trusting Christ’s sacrifice on our behalf, but merely believing that God has accepted us
all along.
Humble Epistemology
Some may wonder how Emergents square this inclusive soteriology and optimistic
anthropology with Scripture. Here they reveal another important difference from their
conservative interlocutors. Unlike conservative Christians, who often testify too
confidently to what they know from the Word of God, Emergent Christians remind us
that God is larger than our finite categories. Where conservatives emphasize answers
that give assurance, Emergents embrace questions which ponder the mystery of God.
While this is a helpful rejoinder to conservative hubris, Emergents demonstrate again
that those who steer out of a conservative slide tend to overcorrect. Conservatives
sometimes may be proud and pushy, but Emergents can be so humble that they
mumble. At the end of the day, it isn’t always clear what they know about God.
For starters, some seem to deny that we have a revelation. For instance, John Caputo
asserts that religious pluralism prevents us from confidently claiming that we have a
revelation. We may believe that we have received a revelation, but this belief conflicts
with other faith communities, many of whom doubt our revelation. Consequently, we
should humbly concede that our supposed revelation does not give us a corner on the
truth but is merely one perspective among many. He writes:
That means that the believers in that Book should temper their claims about The
Revelation they (believe they) have received, since it is their interpretation that they have
received a revelation, while not everyone else agrees. A revelation is an interpretation
that the believers believe is a revelation, which means that it is one more competing entry
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in the conflict of interpretations. Believers should accordingly resist becoming
triumphalistic about what they believe, either personally or in their particular
community.35

Peter Rollins states that revelation is impossible because of the transcendence of God. In
his popular book, How (Not) to Talk About God, Rollins claims that God so transcends the
limits of our finite minds that he is unable to reveal himself to us. Reminiscent of Kant’s
noumenal realm or the via negativa of Neo-Platonic mysticism, Rollins’ thesis is that
because God is incomprehensible he is also unknowable. Unlike the traditional view in
which “Christianity is generally accepted to rest upon the belief that God has
communicated with humanity via revelation,” Rollins argues for a new perspective in
which “revelation ought not to be thought of either as that which makes God known or
as that which leaves God unknown, but rather as the overpowering light that renders
God known as unknown.”36 Because “the manifest side of God is also hidden,” Rollins
concludes that “When it comes to God, we have nothing to say to others and we must
not be ashamed of saying it.”37
Besides questioning the reliability of revelation, Emergents also remind us that our
interpretations of scripture are finite and fallible. This is another helpful corrective
against conservatives who may too quickly identify their interpretations with the voice
of God. However, some Emergents use the possibility that our understanding may be
wrong to offer new and unusual interpretations of key biblical texts. Consider Jesus’
warning that most people are on the broad road that leads to destruction and only a few
are on the narrow road that leads to life (Matt. 7:13-14). Brian McLaren suggests that
Jesus was not speaking here of heaven and hell, but merely advising people that there
are many ways to get in trouble with Rome and only a few ways to live at peace with it
(Emergents often read Scripture as an attack on Empire—first Rome and then
America—so they tend to see allusions to Rome in scripture which others miss).38
When McLaren was asked about this novel reading, he conceded that he could be
wrong but at least his view was possible. I suppose, but don’t we need a better reason to
overturn 2,000 years of exegesis than just “anything is possible”?
The fallout of this uncertainty regarding revelation and its interpretation leaves many
Emergents with little room for doctrine. Peter Rollins illustrates the problem when he
concedes that his emerging gathering, named Ikon, has a hole in its center. He writes:
“Just as a doughnut has no interior, but is made up entirely of an exterior, so Ikon has
no substantial doctrinal centre.”39 And why would it? If you do not know that you
have a revelation or that your interpretation is more or less correct, then what would
you insist on believing?
Since there is nothing to know, Rollins turns his attention to the only part of the
Christian faith left—how we live. He replaces “right belief” with “believing in the right
way,” which means “believing in a loving, sacrificial, and Christlike manner.”40 He
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suggests that while our Christian beliefs never describe “the Real or reality,” yet
somehow they are able to transform us into lovers who follow the way of Jesus by
embracing others.41 Rollins explains that “in Ikon we are unified, not on the level of
some specific set of doctrines, but rather in our desire that our beliefs, whatever they
are, help to enable us to be more open to the divine and more open to one another,
exhibiting a loving, caring, and Christlike way of being in the world.”42
Rollins’ emphasis on ethics over doctrine is reflected in the entire Emergent
organization. Tony Jones, the national coordinator of Emergent Village, declares that
his organization “is an amorphous collection of friends who’ve decided to live life
together regardless of our ecclesial affiliations, regardless of our theological
commitments.” He compares statements of faith to “drawing borders, which means you
have to load your weapons and place soldiers at those borders. It becomes an obsession
to guard the borders. That is simply not the ministry of Jesus.”43
In 2006, Emergent Village emailed a statement to its members from LeRon Shults, a
significant theologian who gave three reasons why their group should not write a
doctrinal statement. Besides being unnecessary and inappropriate, because “Jesus did
not have a ‘statement of faith,’” and “the struggle to capture God in our finite
propositional structures is nothing short of linguistic idolatry,” Shults argues that
standardizing our beliefs would be a disaster. He worries that “a ‘statement of faith’
tends to stop conversation. Such statements can also easily become tools for
manipulating or excluding people from the community. Too often they create an
environment in which real conversation is avoided out of fear that critical reflection on
one or more of the sacred propositions will lead to excommunication from the
community.”44
While I appreciate this concern for charitable conversation and our need to embrace
others, I wonder how long Emergent Village can remain distinctively Christian without
a statement of belief. Does being a follower of Jesus amount to being a good person
who asks good questions and does good things as he enjoys good fellowship with other
good people, or does it also include believing a few specific facts about Jesus, the
Trinity, and the way of salvation?
Emergents’ reticence to define themselves theologically is already impacting the way
they evangelize. For example, Peter Rollins claims that evangelism is a two way street.
Rather than bring the knowledge of God to “unreached” peoples in “unreached” places,
he says that Ikon members “seek to be evangelized” as they learn from other religions.45
He explains: “We deemphasize the idea that Christians have God and all others don’t
by attempting to engage in open two-way conversations. This does not mean we have
lapsed into relativism, as we still believe in the uniqueness of our tradition, but we
believe that it teaches us to be open to all. We are also genuinely open to being wrong
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about parts and perhaps all our beliefs—while at the same time being fully committed
to them.”46
In his book on the kingdom of God, The Secret Message of Jesus, Brian McLaren strongly
implies that we enter the kingdom by how we live rather than by what we believe. He
warns that “Jesus did not come to create another exclusive religion—Judaism having
been exclusive based on genetics and Christianity being exclusive based on belief (which
can be a tougher requirement than genetics!).”47 Instead, “the thrust of Jesus’ message
is about inclusion—shocking, scandalous inclusion.”48 Rather than “create an in-group
which would banish others to an out-group, Jesus wanted to create a come-on-in group,
one that sought and welcomed everyone.”49 McLaren seems to imply that anyone who
commits themselves to “purposeful inclusion,” which is the closest he comes to defining
the nature of the kingdom, will by definition participate in that kingdom.50
Apparently this is true even of those who belong to other religions. McLaren asks a
series of rhetorical questions to imply that members of other religions may become
better kingdom citizens than Christians. He writes:
Wouldn’t it be fascinating if thousands of Muslims, alienated with where
fundamentalists and extremists have taken their religion, began to “take their places at
the feast,” discovering the secret message of Jesus in ways that many Christians have
not? Could it be that Jesus, always recognized as one of the greatest prophets of Islam,
could in some way be rediscovered to save Islam from its dangerous dark side?
Similarly, wouldn’t there be a certain ironic justice if Jesus’ own kinsmen, the Jewish
people, led the way in understanding and practicing the core teaching of one of their
own prophets who has too often been hijacked by other interests or ideologies? Or if
Buddhists, Hindus, and even former atheists and agnostics came from “east and west
and north and south” and began to enjoy the feast of the kingdom in ways that those
bearing the name Christian have not?51

Why does McLaren use the term “former” to describe atheists and agnostics but not
Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, and Jews? Is he saying that people may enter the
kingdom without leaving their non-Christian religions behind?52
Samir Selmanovic clearly thinks so. In his essay in An Emergent Manifesto of Hope,
Selmanovic describes his friend Mark who refused to become a Christian because he
thought it “would be a moral step backwards.” Yet Mark did believe that life was a gift.
He thought that “there is a transcendent sweep over our existence” which “humanity
has been squandering.” Mark continued: “But in the midst of this mess, I see grace of a
new beginning all around me. And within me. I often fail to respond to it. I participate
in the madness instead. Whenever in my inner life I do turn to this grace to look for a
second chance, I am always granted one. I think I want to spend the rest of my life
being a channel of that same goodness to others.” These vague introspective thoughts
somehow lead Selmanovic to surmise that though Mark does not believe in Jesus, he
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does have a “doctrine of creation, sin, salvation, and new life. That’s Christ, embedded
in the life of Mark, present in substance rather than in name.” Then Selmanovic draws
the logical conclusion, writing that the stories of the chief and Mark “leave us
wondering whether Christ can be more than Christianity. Or even other than
Christianity.”53
Statements like these suggest that for all their talk about representing a third way which
transcends the liberal-conservative divide, Emergents seem to be advocating a
postmodern version of modern liberalism. While there are important differences—most
Emergents do not deny the existence of a personal and supernatural God54— they make
the liberal leap from “doctrine matters less than ethics” to the view that the specific,
historic doctrines of the church may not matter at all. Indeed, many of their “new”
ideas were already addressed over 80 years ago in J. Gresham Machen’s Christianity and
Liberalism (1923).
Haven’t We Seen This Before?
Many Emergent authors say that it matters more that we love like Jesus than that we
believe in him. At any rate we should not exclude good people from the kingdom just
because they do not believe our Christian faith. Machen wrote that the liberals in his
day insisted that “Christianity is a life, not a doctrine,” and that conservatives should
focus on “the weightier matters of the law” (Christian ethics) rather than use the
“trifling matters” of doctrine to divide the church.55
Machen responded that doctrines such as Christ’s “vicarious atonement for sin” is not
“trifling” and that Christ is not merely “an example for faith” but is “primarily the
object of faith.” He explained: “The religion of Paul did not consist in having faith in
God like the faith which Jesus had in God; it consisted rather in having faith in Jesus.
…The plain fact is that imitation of Jesus, important though it was for Paul, was
swallowed up by something far more important still. Not the example of Jesus, but the
redeeming work of Jesus, was the primary thing for Paul.”56
Emergent leaders such as Doug Pagitt, Spencer Burke, and perhaps Tony Jones believe
that people are basically good and free from serious sin. Likewise, Machen observed
that the defining belief of modernity was its “supreme confidence in human goodness.”
He wrote that “according to modern liberalism, there is really no such thing as sin. At
the very root of the modern liberal movement is the loss of the consciousness of sin.”
This absence of sin led Machen to wryly observe that the liberal church “is busily
engaged in an absolutely impossible task—she is busily engaged in calling the righteous
to repentance.” Machen countered that the gospel must begin with sin, for “Without the
consciousness of sin, the whole gospel will seem to be an idle tale.”57
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Many Emergents object to the traditional understanding of the cross: Why does God
demand the sacrifice of his innocent Son to satisfy his wrath? Machen noted that
modern liberals raised the same issue. He wrote: “Modern liberal teachers…speak with
horror of the doctrine of an ‘alienated’ or an ‘angry’ God,” for this implies that God is
“waiting coldly until a price be paid before He grants salvation.” Liberals deny that
“one person” may “suffer for the sins of another,” and “persist in speaking of the
sacrifice of Christ as though it were a sacrifice made by some other than God.” They
insist that a loving God would forgive without penalty.58
Machen replied that “the modern rejection of the doctrine of God’s wrath proceeds
from a light view of sin.” He observed: “If sin is so trifling a matter as the liberal Church
supposes, then indeed the curse of God’s law can be taken very lightly, and God can
easily let by-gones be by-gones.” But “If a man has once come under a true conviction
of sin, he will have little difficulty with the doctrine of the Cross.” Machen added that
God does not punish someone else for our sin, but “God Himself, and not another,
makes the sacrifice for sin…. Salvation is as free for us as the air we breathe; God’s the
dreadful cost, ours the gain.”59
Emergents seek to break down the walls between Christians and non-Christians and
emphasize our common journey with God. Machen agreed that “The Christian man can
accept all that the modern liberal means by the brotherhood of man. But the Christian
knows also of a relationship far more intimate than that general relationship of man to
man, and it is for this more intimate relationship that he reserves the term ‘brother.’ The
true brotherhood, according to Christian teaching, is the brotherhood of the
redeemed.”60
Many Emergents favor a watered down version of inclusivism which extends salvation
to those who have not believed in Christ. Machen said that liberals in his day wanted
“a salvation which will save all men everywhere, whether they have heard of Jesus or
not, and whatever may be the type of life to which they have been reared.” He replied
that such openness would remove the offense of the gospel and change its historic
meaning. He wrote: “What struck the early observers of Christianity most forcibly was
not merely that salvation was offered by means of the Christian gospel, but that all
other means were resolutely rejected. The early Christian missionaries demanded an
absolutely exclusive devotion to Christ. . . . Salvation, in other words, was not merely
through Christ, but it was only through Christ.”61
Thus, Machen would probably disagree with those Emergents who suggest that simply
being postmodern enables them to transcend the modern liberal-conservative
controversy.62 Instead, Machen would likely argue that these postmoderns repeat too
many of the mistakes of modern liberalism to get very far past it. Their “third way” is
too much like the old way to become a new way.
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A better way to transcend the liberal-conservative controversy is to incorporate the
insights of each. Liberals emphasize ethics and conservatives defend the specific,
historic doctrines of the Christian faith. Don’t we need both? Is it even possible to have
one without the other? The Apostle John writes that God commands us both “to believe
in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commands us” (1 John
3:23). Conservatives must acknowledge with James that faith without works is dead, for
how can we claim to believe in God if we do not pass on his love and serve our
neighbor? (Jam. 2:17-26). And liberals must concede with Paul that works without faith
are vain. Works without faith give us reason to brag—look what we did—but they are
useless in earning any part of our salvation. Paul explains, “If, in fact, Abraham was
justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God” (Rom. 4:2).
This essay has been rather hard on Emergent because it has been a critique of their
theology, which is Emergent’s soft spot. But in our haste to correct their doctrine we
must not miss an opportunity to learn and be challenged by their renewed emphasis on
social ethics. Emergents rightly remind us that it is not enough to subscribe to orthodox
confessions if we are not committed to loving our neighbor, especially the neighbor
who is most unlike us. And we remind them that our love for neighbor must be rooted
in the doctrines of orthodox Christianity. Best practices can only arise from true beliefs.
Genuine Christians never stop serving because they never stop loving, and they never
stop loving because they never stop believing.
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