The Emergent Church & The Seeker-Sensitive Church

First, some basic definitions

The Emergent Church: is a relatively recent development that seeks a friendly dialog with the aspect of modern culture known as "Postmodernism".  It specifically does not take what has been called the "fundamentalist" approach to the discussion and proclamation of truth, and seeks to avoid or at least minimize organization as the basis for church gathering and interaction.  The Emergent Church can be hard to define, because they avoid organizational forms and appearances, and absolute statements are avoided and shunned.  One Emergent Church website presents this as the target audience:   
NONES the fastest growing spiritual demographic in the United States. These are so-called “Religiously unaffiliated.” A lot of them have never been connected to organized religion at all. And they’re not really inclined to because the whole thing seems foreign and unnecessary.

DONES walked away after having some connection to religion. Some just drifted away over time, and others – way too many others – turned away and said “good riddance.” This is usually because of witnessing hypocrisy, political infighting, turf battles or an obsessive fixation on money, survival and getting more people through the door to “save their church.”

PRODIGAL SONS walked out too, or were pushed out, often because of questions they asked, Something they said, didn’t say, or even because of who they were. Like the story of the Prodigal Son in the Bible, they often feel unworthy, judged, less than. They’ve experience (sic) spiritual and/or emotional injury. Perhaps they were judged or condemned because of how they vote, how they live or even who God made them to be. They ended up feeling unworthy of love and inclusion, so rather than fighting the system, they left. Probably for good.

And these graphics also convey where they stand:
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The Emergent Church, sometimes referring to themselves as simply "Emergent", makes much of "story" and "conversation", since these words convey interaction, implying friendliness, and the telling of a story, which is primarily subjective, and does not, by itself, place obligation nor make any absolute or exclusive truth claim upon the listener.

The Seeker-Sensitive Church: is focused upon creating a seeker-friendly gathering place for the unchurched (primarily the Nones of the Emergent Church), typically using facilities and staff in what would conventionally be called "a church".  The gathering at the church building is therefore primarily directed towards what would appeal to those who are unchurched, and the needs of the actual church body are not expected to be met at such gatherings, but hopefully elsewhere in the church program. 

The participant or attendee is presented with modern music, speech in brief segments, and other artistic forms of presentation so as to make the gospel appealing to the modern listener and seeking participant.  Various forms of marketing and promotional activities are also often tied with this approach to "conducting church services", such as various forms of advertising, prize drawings, contemporary music, etc.

Both the Emergent Church and the Seeker-Sensitive Church may include Spiritual Formation (as was addressed last Sunday) in its activities, offerings and approaches.              Just as the Emergent Church is not monolithic, neither is the Seeker- Sensitive church monolithic and uniform.  Because the Seeker-Sensitive Church appeals to people on the basis of contemporary forms of music, dance, light shows, etc. there is a tendency to major in various forms of entertainment, and to be very light on content.  

Some Seeker-Sensitive churches have invited people to speak or be interviewed who are high profile, but not necessarily Christian, such as Presidents Carter, Clinton and Bush, Colin Powell, and U2’s Bono (Willow Creek Community Church, pastor Bill Hybels).  Other approaches have included involvement with non-Christian or political groups, such as a Reform Synagogue, conciliatory conversations with Muslims, and the inauguration of President Obama (Saddleback Church, Rick Warren).  Willow Creek declared in 2008 that they were changing their model away from the original Seeker-Sensitive approach.       

The seeker-friendly model was first presented by management ‘guru’ Peter Drucker (1909-2005).  The concept of finding out what the consumer would like in a church has been a very successful way to get people to come to a church – at least it seemed to work well for awhile.  But they do not see the Bible as the ultimate authority on how a church should be run or what it should be about.     
Different "Christian" movements with some similarities

These two movements, in the externals, are not alike.  The point of commonality they have, however, is that the church's definition and expression in each movement is largely defined by the world.  A person could summarize the motivation of these two movements by saying that evangelism is a primary motivator for the form, face and expression of the church.  Both of these movements have reshaped the character of the churches' activities, interactions, and gatherings in order to accomplish their evangelistically-focused purpose.  This leads us to the next question: What is the purpose of the local church?

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH?

              By George Zeller
, Assistant Pastor. Middletown Bible Church, Middletown, Connecticut

Why do I come to church? What should I expect the church to do for me? Should the regular services of the church be primarily for reaching the lost or for reaching the saved? Compare the two concepts below:

	The local church is primarily a
SOUL-WINNING STATION
	The local church is primarily a SOUL-BUILDING STATION (Acts 20:28,32; Eph 4:11-16)

	The local church is here primarily to GET PEOPLE SAVED (Reaching them)
	The local church is here primarily to GET PEOPLE TAUGHT (Teaching Them - Matt. 28:19-20: Acts 2:42)

	The local church is to PREACH THE GOSPEL
(by “gospel” we mean that truth which unsaved people need to know in order to be saved)
	The local church is to PREACH THE WORD 

(2 Tim. 4:2) which would include the gospel but which would not neglect ALL SCRIPTURE (2 Tim. 3:16,17)

	The local church is here primarily for EVANGELISM (Win them!)
	The local church is here primarily for INDOCTRINATION (Feed them!)
(John 21:15-17: Acts 20:28; 2 Tim 2:2; 1  Peter 5:2)

	BRING THE UNSAVED TO THE GOSPEL, by bringing unbelievers to church services for the pastor to give them the gospel
	BRING THE GOSPEL TO THE UNSAVED, by well-taught believers taking the gospel to the unsaved

(Mark 16:15: 2 Cor. 5:20)

	The regular services of the local church have a ministry primarily for SINNERS
	The regular services of the local church have a ministry primarily for SAINTS (I Cor 14:24; Eph. 4:12: Col. 1:28)

	Primary goal of Local Church:
THAT PEOPLE MIGHT BE SAVED!
(Salvation is the END and the final goal)
	Primary Goal of Local Church:
THAT SAVED PEOPLE MIGHT LIVE BY CHRIST’S LIFE! (Salvation is only the beginning)
(Col. 1:28: Eph. 4:13-15)

	The Pastor should
PREACH SALVATION MESSAGES
John 3:16, etc.
	The elders should PREACH THE ENTIRE BIBLE from Genesis to Revelation (Acts 20:27; Matt. 28:20; 2 Tim. 3:15)

	The Pastor should give the people
INFORMATION ON HOW TO BE SAVED
(How to become a Christian)
	The elders should give the people 

INFORMATION ON HOW TO LIVE 

(The life of Christ in a Christian - 2 Tim. 3:17)

	THE PASTOR DOES THE WORK OF THE MINISTRY
	THE SAINTS DO THE WORK OF THE MINISTRY (Eph. 4:12)

	THE PASTOR IS THE MINISTER
	ALL ARE MINISTERS (Eph. 4:12)

	THE PASTOR IS IN FULL TIME CHRISTIAN SERVICE
	EVERY BELIEVER IS IN FULL TIME 

CHRISTIAN SERVICE (1 Cor. 6:19-20; 7:23)

	THE PASTOR IS THE EVANGELIST
Note: What happens when an unbeliever comes into a soul-building station where believers are being edified and where God’s Word is tightly taught? 

See I Cor. 14:24-25
	EVERY BELIEVER IS AN EVANGELIST 

(2 Cor. 5:20; Mk. 16:15) The word “evangelist” is here used not in the technical sense of a gifted man (Eph. 4:11) but to remind us that every believer, motivated by grace, is to proclaim the good news.


The chart on the previous page is designed to address the question of the purpose of the local church, based on the classical "church meeting as evangelism" model versus the biblical model.  While not every item listed on the left column is true of both the Emergent Church and Seeker-Sensitive Church model, the purpose of the local church as presented in the right hand column is indeed fully biblical.

So what's the problem?

Evangelizing the unsaved is a good thing, right?  God has given us examples of those in the era of the apostles who went out of their way to spread the gospel, right?  So with those two items as background, why should there be any question about how either of these two movements carry out the form and function of the church?

What is the purpose of the local church?: Since the purpose of the local church is to build the body of Christ, within the definition given by God's word, then the manner in which the church pursues evangelism should not distort the definition of what the church gathering is to be like in order to fulfill the church's God-given purpose for meeting and interacting with one another.  

Unbelievers in the church, is it a goal or an incidental?:  Should the gathering of the church be designed with the presence of unbelievers as central, primary and intentional, or accommodated as an incidental possibility?  1 Corinthians 14:23-25, "Therefore if the whole church assembles together and all speak in tongues, and ungifted men or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad? 24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all; 25 the secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his face and worship God, declaring that God is certainly among you."     
What is the gospel and what is the truth?: Scripture makes multiple claims regarding the character of truth, regarding God, Jesus Christ and itself.  Should the form of presentation of the gospel, and the manner in which the gospel is presented make points of connection with the culture (e.g., Paul in Athens in Acts 17), or should the church accommodate the truth to the forms acceptable to the culture?  What's the difference?  Should the gospel be "softened" to accommodate the culture (i.e., the world)? 

Who gets impacted by whom?:  Scripture says that we have died to the world (Colossians 2:20), and that we ought not to be conformed to it (Romans 12:2), so these verses give us some brief, but pivotal guidance in how far we should go to accommodate the world in the presentation of our gospel message.  As believers, our conforming, by God's accomplishment, is to Jesus Christ (Romans 8:28,29), and our transforming is accomplished by God, from glory to glory, as we behold the Lord Jesus Christ through His written word (2 Corinthians 3:18).  Is the church to impact the world, or…?  

Where is evangelism to happen?:  Scripture's examples of evangelism (Acts 8, 10, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, et al) show it taking place in the public arena, and not in the church.  The activities and purposes of the local church as described in Scripture are for the building up of the church (Ephesians 4:12-13), and not for evangelism, except as an incidental.

How are the spiritual gifts distributed?  Scripture lists 19 spiritual gifts, as listed below:

	
	PASSAGE WHERE LISTED

	Apostolic Era Gifts
	1 Cor. 12:8-10
	1 Cor. 12:28-30
	Rom. 12:6-8
	Eph. 4:11

	Apostles
	
	X
	
	X

	Discerning of Spirits
	X
	
	
	

	Faith
	X
	
	
	

	Healing
	X
	X
	
	

	Interpretation of Tongues
	X
	X
	
	

	Miracles
	X
	X
	
	

	Prophecy
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Tongues
	X
	X
	
	

	Word of Knowledge
	X
	
	
	

	Word of Wisdom
	X
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Church Age Gifts
	
	
	
	

	Teachers
	
	X
	X
	X

	Helps (Service)
	
	X
	X
	

	Administration
	
	X
	
	

	Encouraging
	
	
	X
	

	Giving
	
	
	X
	

	Leadership
	
	
	X
	

	Mercy
	
	
	X
	

	Evangelists
	
	
	
	X

	Shepherds
	
	
	
	X


To the above list (taken from a larger table
), some would add the gift of ruling
.  Given that the Apostolic era gifts ended within the era of the apostles, there is now one gift given for evangelism, and the remaining eight (or nine) gifts given for use among those in the body of Christ.  Are the spiritual gifts given within the church primarily for use among the church body, to benefit the church body or among those in the world?  Does the relative distribution of spiritual gifts provide us some priority for the exercise of gifts within the church?  Based on the numbers of spiritual gifts, should the form and activity of the church be conformed primarily for the benefit of the church body or for the world?   Does the expression of the other spiritual gifts become diminished or distorted in order for the evangelism model to be made most prominent?

Is our present culture all "Postmodern"?  The Emergent Church model focuses primarily on the "Postmodern" philosophical stance of the American and European cultures.  Is the entire culture Postmodern?  What happens to the church when the world shifts from Postmodernism to whatever philosophical and worldview trend is next? 
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� � HYPERLINK "http://www.patheos.com/blogs/christianpiatt/2015/09/not-that-kind-of-christian/" ��http://www.patheos.com/blogs/christianpiatt/2015/09/not-that-kind-of-christian/�


� Edits by Vern Peterman, HHBC, 9/26/02 & 10/11/15





� The larger table is one that was distributed with material at HHBC for Church History & God's Intent For The Church.


� For example, Ron Merryman, in his insert to Musing With Merryman, March 2006.  This listing says that ruling is inherently expressed within the gift of shepherd/elder/overseer, but implies that it may be expressed otherwise as well.
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