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Introduction:  
 

“Houston, We Have a Problem...” 
 
 My name is Nathan and I am a 31-year old Presbyterian ordinand studying in 
Dunedin NZ. I grew up attending a medium-sized Presbyterian church in South 
Auckland. This was a traditional evangelical congregation, which experienced a 
charismatic renewal in the early 80’s. 
 I am proud to have been associated with that church; it has been a source of great 
light in my life. Naturally I had some bad experiences there, but the good far 
outweighs them. Although I have been to many churches in many different countries, 
in my eyes none have been quite as good as my little Presy church in Papakura. It was 
a community in the best sense of the word, everyone knew each other by name, it was 
a place where people were welcomed and cared about. 
 It was also a community willing to suffer for each other, willing to give of their time 
and money, willing to grieve and celebrate together. Several times members of the 
congregation have fallen on hard times financially or through sickness or death, with 
the church pulling together and offering support for the long haul. 
 It is also a growing church. Much of the growth now comes from other churches as 
its reputation spreads, but in my teens we saw many new converts to the faith, and 
many returning to a faith they had previously abandoned. 
 I love that church! 
 
 I start with a positive example of church being done well, a church that is thriving 
and making a difference in people’s lives, that is being Christ in this world. I am sure 
that there are many other churches like it around NZ, but unfortunately there are many 
more that are dying or that are rife with dissent. The current state of the church in the 
West is not healthy. 
 
 My home church started with growth and dynamism, being planted by another 
Presbyterian congregation around the time of the first Billy Graham crusade. Many of 
the original members were eager new converts. By the time I was born however, to 
my eyes things had slowed down somewhat. As I went through Sunday School, I 
noticed that the majority of the older kids gradually disappeared from church as they 
reached high school. 
 Luckily for me, when I was in fourth form we hired a youth pastor. Thus my teenage 
years were a blur of bible-studies, ice-skating and youth rallies. Although most 
churches in the West had missed the boat with 60’s and 70’s teen culture, many had 
definitely learned how to mimic the form of 80’s and 90’s youth culture brilliantly. 
 Our initial group of 15 grew to around 40, almost a third new converts. Teens soon 
become young adults however, beginning university or work. All of my youthgroup 
friends who left Auckland to do degrees stopped pursuing their faith in church, and so 
did many who stayed at home – though at a slower rate. My church did teen faith 
really well, but many of us proved ill-equipped for the trials brought on by the 
transition to young adulthood. 
 I see the same process at work now in similar churches, with a strong group of 
enthusiastic teenagers, but those who have recently left school mostly floating around 
on the fringes. 



 It is estimated that 53,000 people walk out of church doors every Sunday in Europe 
and North America, never to return.1 This is a huge number! 
 This rapid decline has been happening since the culture change of the 1960’s. 
 
  “In NZ, church attendance in 1960 was about 20% of the population weekly, 
 and 40% monthly. By 2000 this had been halved to 10% and 20% 
 respectively.”2 
 
 Of course this trend has not gone unnoticed, or without steps to remedy it. 
Significantly, the 1990’s were the ‘decade of evangelism’ in England with many 
evangelistic programmes coinciding with the explosion in Alpha, the Toronto 
Blessing and purpose driven churches. In that decade 1.6 million new people started 
coming to church!!! But, 2.8 million stopped attending – a net loss to the English 
church of 1.2 million. 
 
  “Maybe this indicates that we can capture people’s interest, even intrigue 
 them… but we can’t engage their long-term commitment.”3 
 
 The decline has been especially great in the PCANZ, with us being recently 
overtaken by the Catholics as the second biggest church in NZ.4  
 
 The times they are a changin’, this is a critical time for the church. In this paper I 
desire to explain some of the problems I see in the church today, and some 
suggestions I have for a new direction a sector of the Pakeha church could take (as I 
described above, I believe there are many strong churches doing God’s work for 
whom change isn’t a pressing need: also, I recognise that many of these issues are 
quite different for Maori, PI, or Asian congregations). Some comments may appear 
overly critical, but, in the mould of the Old Testament prophets, at key points in 
history I believe constructive criticism is vital for the health of the community of 
God’s people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 M. Riddell, Threshold of the Future, p.3 
2 K. Ward Is NZ’s Future Churchless? Stimulus Vol. 12, Issue 2, May 2004, p.2 
3 S. Jones Why Bother With Church?, p.15 
4 In the last census 486,012 people registered themselves as Catholic, with 431,574 registered as 
Presbyterian. Of course when we look at actual church attendance levels merely a fraction of census 
numbers are at church on a Sunday, I’ve heard there are more people attending Ratana churches than 
Presbyterian now. 



PART I – A Theoretical Basis 
 
 

1. Fowler’s Stages of Faith 
 
 
 In 1981 a seminal work on faith development was published by James W. Fowler, a 
Christian theologian and psychologist, called Stages of Faith. In this book Fowler 
defines seven different stages of faith development. 
 These stages are now oft-quoted and are the basis of many studies on spirituality, 
church leadership and church dynamics, as well as psychology and even medical 
research.5 A significant study on why people in NZ leave the church has been recently 
published by Alan Jamieson under the title The Churchless Faith, which was also 
based on this model. 
 The concept of faith development has been understood for centuries, our Christian 
forebears such as St Teresa of Avila, St John of the Cross, St Thomas Aquinas and 
John Bunyan have all described faith as a journey in some way. However, “Fowler’s 
stages now provide the foremost understanding of the journey of faith from a 
thoroughly researched and academically critiqued perspective.”6 
 
 Fowler is not without his critics. His stages are very western, their linear nature is 
quite ‘modern’, his ordering has been regarded as very masculine, and some 
Christians dislike his very universal definition of ‘faith.’7 
 Despite any perceived failings however, I have found this model immensely helpful 
in understanding my own faith journey as well as the dynamics I see at work in the 
PCANZ and wider NZ society. Thus, this paper is based in part on Fowler’s stages. 
 
 A brief introduction… 
 
 As faith is defined as being broader than any one religion, these stages relate to form 
not content – how one believes not what one believes. Two people could be at 
different stages but still believe the same thing. 
 A change in stage involves a change in, 
 
 1. The way people think. 
 2. Their ability to see another’s point of view. 
 3. The way they make moral judgements. 
 4. The way and extent to which they draw boundaries around their faith 
 community – who is “in” and who is “out”. 
 5. How people view external ‘authorities’ and their truth-claims. 
 6. How they form their world-view and the meaning of life. 
 7. How they understand and use symbols, myth and ritual.8 

                                                
5 see www.hope.edu/academic/psychology/335/webrep/faithdev.html 
6 Jamieson, Called Again p.109 
7 Fowler, p.4 - Faith is separated from religion by Fowler, all people are said to have faith. Religion is a 
vehicle by which some express this faith; everyone has faith regardless of whether they are religious or 
even Christian. 



 Moving from one stage to another involves a huge change which goes right to the 
core of who we are. Naturally then, changes in stage can be very traumatic and are 
often undergone as a last resort, precipitated by some personal crisis. Transition from 
one stage to another can take months or years. 
  
  “A transition is marked by the feeling that ‘everything nailed down is coming 
 loose.’ The very essence of someone’s life meaning can be at stake in faith 
 stage transitions.”9 
 
 Since changing stage is so difficult, many adults do not get past stage 2 and most stop 
at stage 3. It is even possible to progress backwards through the stages. Therefore, no 
stage is regarded as better than others, though each successive stage does have a 
deeper and broader understanding of faith. 
 
 
 
 

2. The 6 Stages…
10

 
 
Pre-faith (Infancy):11 When we cannot yet speak, but the seeds of love and trust are 
planted. 
 
Stage 1 - The Innocent (Early Childhood): When we’re new to the faith, our 
understanding of God is developing. We have snippets of truth and experience, our 
faith is a seamless, disorganized mix of fantasy and reality. An egocentric and quite 
punishment oriented stage. 
 
Stage 2 – The Literalist (Primary School years):  This stage begins as we are better 
able to organise and categorize our experiences. God is understood in terms of a 
parent, and very literal understandings of life & scripture are held. Life is made sense 
of in terms of story rather than systematic theology, and people in this stage are 
strongly influenced by rules and those perceived to be in authority. There is a belief in 
fairness and reciprocity – goodness is rewarded, evil is punished. Family-oriented. 
 M Scott Peck estimates 20% of adults remain in this stage.12 
 
Stage 3 – The Loyalist (Teenage years):13 These are the conformist years, the time of 
peer pressure when we are acutely aware of what others expect of us and how they 
view us.14 This is a ‘tribal’ stage with a clear idea of what it means to be part of your 
group, and clearly defined boundaries of who is in or out. A very secure stage. 

                                                                                                                                       
8 Jamieson, p.110 
9 New, p.8 
10 The titles used are taken from Called Again by A. Jamieson. As the paper is primarily about 
Christianity, these definitions are quite Christian oriented. 
11 Fowler assigns each stage an age of life transition. It is rare to transition between stages before this 
age, and transitioning upon reaching this age is not guaranteed. Many people transition much later, or 
indeed never at all. 
12 Jamieson p.111 
13 For another good, readable Kiwi introduction to stages 3 and above see Reality Magazine Issue 33, 
“Fowler, Faith and Fallout” by Andrew Pritchard - www.reality.org.nz/articles/33/33-pritchard.html 
14 Fowler p.153 “I see you seeing me: I see the me I think you see.” 



 These people are loyal to their community and willing to sacrifice much for it, 
accordingly conflict and controversy are very threatening to them. “While beliefs and 
values are deeply felt… there has not been occasion to step outside them to reflect on 
or examine them explicitly or systematically.”15 
 They have a strongly held but uncritical faith, often unable to explain why they 
believe things beyond referring to some external authority – “the Bible/my pastor says 
so.” 
 Most adults are at this stage. 
 
Stage 4 – The Critic (University years): This is the most difficult transition to make 
and can seem like a loss of faith as the walls and certainties of stage 3 are broken 
down. It involves developing a greater sense of independence and seeing life beyond 
the ‘tribe.’16 It seems easier to traverse at a younger age and can be brought on by 
exposure to new ideas at work, university, leaving home or traveling. This is when 
one stands back and critiques one’s assumptions of life, and enters a period of 
questioning and doubting. 
 This can be a lonely ‘long dark night of the soul’ stage where people begin to trust 
their own perceptions. 
 
Stage 5 – The Mystic (Mid-life): Some find the loss of security in stage 4 too 
uncomfortable and return to the certainties of stage 3 (or new certainties), but some 
press on to this stage. Here boundaries become less rigid as one is more aware of the 
unknown, paradox is acknowledged and accepted. ‘A second naivety’, this is faith 
beyond the doubts which relishes mystery, which is open to listen to and tolerate the 
views of others. This stage is not dogmatic and is likely to approach truth from more 
than one angle. 
 “Unusual before mid-life, Stage 5 knows the sacrament of defeat.”17 This stage is 
associated with acceptance of our mortality. 
 
Stage 6 – The Saint: Very few people reach this stage, Fowler lists Martin Luther 
King and Dietrich Bonhoeffer as among those who have. Self and self-preservation no 
longer matter as one submits totally to the authority of God. They are willing to 
expend themselves to save all humanity, even those they oppose.18 
 Martyrdom is an occupational hazard of this stage. 
 
 
 
 

3. Some Gross Ecclesiastical Generalizations! 
 
 I think it is erroneous to believe that people transform from one stage to another in 
the entirety of their being. I believe that humans are chaotic, non-logical animals and 

                                                
15 ibid p.173 
16 ibid p. 179 – “The ‘tyranny of the they’- or the potential for it- must be undermined.” 
17 ibid p.198 
18 ibid p.200 – “Heedless to the threats to self, to primary groups, and to the institutional arrangements 
of the present order that are involved, Stage 6 becomes a disciplined, activist incarnation- a making 
real and tangible- of the imperatives of absolute love and justice of which Stage 5 has partial 
apprehensions. The self at Stage 6 engages in spending and being spent for the transformation of 
present reality in the direction of a transcendent actuality.” (italics his) 



that we are capable of being at different stages in different areas of our life. However, 
I do agree that one stage can be dominant in us. 
 Birds of a feather flock together! Although a tribal mentality is typical of stage 3, it is 
normal human behaviour to seek out those who are similar to us. Thus, I also think we 
can tentatively generalise by stereotyping certain churches, denominations or 
theological groups as being dominantly of one stage. 
 
 Before we do this however, some more points need to be made regards relating the 
stages to church life. 
1. Although all stages are regarded as being equally valid, stage 2 Christianity seems 
to have a major failing. It has a great concern for fairness and reciprocity, but if 
disaster strikes despite a devout life having been lived, a great faith crisis can ensue. 
The stage 2 Christian is then thrust directly into the questioning of stage 4 without the 
doctrinal basis that comes from stage 3. Very few retain their faith when this happens. 
2. With their strongly conformist mindset, stage 3 Christians can have great difficulty 
acknowledging anyone in the stages ahead of them as true believers. Additionally, 
those who progress beyond stage 3 often tend to find the previous stages repulsive. 
3. Stage 3 Christians are particularly uncomfortable with the questions being posed by 
those of stage 4. Thus they can have a tendency to launch witch-hunts to purge the 
‘heretic’ 4’s out of the church. 
4. Likewise, stage 4’s can easily mock or ‘bait’ stage 3’s and their “simplistic,” 
uncritical attitudes to Christianity. 
5. Many leave the church as they transition to stage 3, especially if the peers they wish 
to be associated with have a negative view of Christianity. Also, many leave in stage 
4 as the doubts become too much for them. 
 
 
Stage 2 
 To begin the gross generalisations! 
 I would say that although not necessarily always being dominantly stage 2, some 
theologies or beliefs which have stereotypically been associated with Pentecostalism 
are strongly oriented towards a stage 2 faith (of course there are also many that are 
not). This is natural in my eyes, as the Pentecostal movement is still young 
historically. Many Pentecostal churches have however grown and matured, and no 
longer retain all or any of the following attributes. 
 These are 1) the tendency to be more interested in story and narrative than systematic 
theology 2) the more exclusive focus on a specific “church family” 3) a significantly 
individualistic “Jesus and me” emphasis 4) the understanding of God in terms of a 
divine parent 5) the rejection of the intellect 6) very literal interpretations of scripture 
7) and the focus on reciprocity.19 
 The focus on reciprocity can be seen in some Pentecostal teachings about prosperity, 
purity and health – if you are good, God will bless you; if you are bad, God will 
punish you. If you tithe and give God money, He will reciprocate and give you 
money. If the leadership of a church is holy, God will bless the church. 

                                                
19 Another strong aspect of Pentecostal churches is the desire to experience our living God in worship. 
This is by no means exclusive to a stage 2 orientation, but, if the motivation for this desire is for 
personal blessing then it may well be. If the desire is to give us further proof that we are right or ‘in’ – 
as it was for me as a teenager - that would more be a mark of stage 3. Stage 4’s might crave divine 
encounters to give points of reference in the darkness, while stage 5’s might see them as chances to 
explore and dwell in the mysteries of God. 



 Some of this theology has influenced the charismatic wing of the PCANZ as well. In 
my experience, if they have a strong lean towards stage 2 these churches then attract 
many stage 2 Christians – either ones who have settled there, or ones who are 
relatively new to their faith (such as youth). 
  
Stage 3 
 This is the ‘tribal’ stage with a greater outward awareness than stage 2, so it is more 
likely that these Christians would attend mainline national denominations. Adding to 
this the facts that 1) most adults occupy stage 3 in their faith and 2) institutions 
function best with this level of conformity, it is to be expected that the vast majority 
of PCANZ congregants fall into this bracket. 
 These would be those with a strong sense of ‘right doctrine,’ those who would 
happily submit to the authority of the minister if he/she gave off the impression that 
they were solidly in the ‘tribe.’ Life could become difficult for a minister that 
deviated from the norm.  
 These would be the sacrificial workers and the loyal attenders, the backbone of the 
church. They would be very evangelistic, desiring everyone to join their group; they 
would not usually engage openly with belief structures different to their own. 
 Basically I would categorise these Christians as the average committed evangelical or 
‘dogmatic’ liberal. 
 
Stage 4 
 A Christian in stage 4 will be going through an uncomfortable period of doubting and 
questioning and could be quite cynical. Of course what they are questioning will 
depend on the nature of the church they come from. 
 If a well-known and respected member of a ‘3’ congregation enters this stage, they 
are sometimes tolerated or even valued for the prophetic insights and alternative 
perspectives they offer – though this depends a lot on the openness of the leadership 
to critique. They can however tend to become outspoken and very clear about beliefs 
they have rejected, and I fear this makes their neighbours in church quite 
uncomfortable.20 They often become loners, many choose to pursue their faith outside 
the church. 
 The very act of doubting and questioning could often get these Christians labelled as 
‘rebellious’ or ‘liberals’ in strongly stage 2 or 3 churches, regardless of whether they 
would identify themselves with these labels or not. 
 
Stage 5 
 As this stage involves a love of mystery and openness to paradox, these Christians 
tend to gravitate to ‘high church’ liturgical services that give opportunities for silence 
and meditation, or to ‘alternative-style’ worship that allows for unanswered 
questions.21 Some of our churches are beginning to offer reflective meditation or 
prayer groups to cater for these people – such as the 8:30am Christian meditation 
group at St Luke’s Remuera or the Wednesday “Caim” service at Highgate in 
Dunedin. 

                                                
20 see, www.reality.org.nz/articles/33/33-pritchard.html 
21 The stereotypical low-church tradition of explaining everything in detail lest someone gets the wrong 
impression wouldn’t usually appeal. 
 



 Still, some who reach this stage seem to move away from the PCANZ to Anglican or 
Catholic churches. They can appear quite passive and seem unlikely to try to convert 
others to their point of view. 
 
Stage 6 
 We need more of these! 
 
 
 
 

4. My Experience of the Stages. 
 
 Fowler says we cannot accurately decide for ourselves which stage we are in, rather, 
we need an outside perspective. Despite this, I feel that I am currently in stage 4. I 
think that I have progressed through the stages at roughly the time suggested by 
Fowler, and can remember some key events which heralded the shift. 
 
 I have no memories of what I would describe as my period of stage 1 faith, but have 
some strong stage 2 memories. I remember having a very strong fixation on fairness 
which I’m sure nearly all children share. 
 Once, when I was around seven, I was hunting guppies with a friend in a nearby 
creek when we somehow discovered a stash of Mayfair magazines. My friend was 
well acquainted with such things but I was still quite naive. I knew that they were 
“rude” and that it would be “bad” to read them, but I read them anyway. 
 With my childlike, reciprocal understanding of life, whenever tragedy struck such as 
stubbing my toe or getting stung by a bee, it was always God punishing me! I would 
stop and rack my brain to figure out which sin it was that I was being punished for. I 
was so burdened with guilt for what I’d done that reading those magazines became the 
cause of all my afflictions for the next three years! 
  
 Paradoxically (being a Gen X-er I should be very open to paradox), the beginning of 
my move to stage 3 came with a process I have suggested above as often being a 
characteristic of stage 2 churches – this was my baptism in the Holy Spirit and 
initiation into things charismatic. I was age 12. 
 God started moving in my life in immanent and dramatic ways. I was blessed with a 
significant physical healing which still profoundly shapes my theology, and I had 
numerous experiences of ‘knowing’ things about people that I had never been told. It 
became very obvious to me that God was working in my life. I was on God’s side! 
 I was right! Everyone else at school was wrong (unless they agreed with me). I was a 
member of an elite community. I suffered some bullying at high school, but I knew, 
they might be laughing at me now but eventually they were going to hell where 
unpleasant things would be done to them with pitchforks for all eternity! 
 (I was quite pleased about that) 
 I made sacrifices to be a devoted follower of Jesus: I nipped in the bud my growing 
interest in Dungeons’n’Dragons, threw away all my fantasy books, stopped listening 
to non-Christian music. I became very aware of charismatic theology and answered 
all the questions at youth group. 
 I was very disappointed with some of my church friends when they began drinking 
beer and going to parties: I knew the ‘rules’ and I policed them! 
 



 This began to change when I was 17. Prior to university, my parents sent me on an 
exchange to Germany where I found myself in a homestay in the former communist 
state two years after reunification. Both my host father and brother had been in the 
communist army. On top of the normal mind-expanding aspects of travel such as 
experiencing a new diet, culture and values system, I was living with people who had 
until very recently been the ‘enemy!’ 
 This got me questioning and re-evaluating, and I believe began the process of moving 
me to stage 4. There were no evangelical churches in my area, I was dramatically 
removed from my cultural context and forced to reflect on it from the outside. 
 My host mother was a big learning curve, being one of the dreaded ‘liberal’ 
Christians I had been warned about since Sunday School. But, surprisingly, she didn’t 
have two heads and she had tangibly suffered for her faith under the communist 
government for choosing to baptise her son. She did not fit my boxes. 
 One of the few English books I found there was about Christian pacifism; it moved 
me, resonating deeply with the context I found myself in. This caused me to re-
evaluate much of my triumphalist charismatic theology and I fell in love with our 
gracious and suffering Lord. It was of great benefit to begin this stage transition 
before starting university; I cruised through my two degrees, eagerly seeking truth, 
aware of the deficiencies in my teenage theology. 
 
 I moved in two different Christian circles at this time, my home church and a TSCF 
university Christian club. 
 I would regard my home church as being fundamentally stage 3 evangelical/ 
charismatic, yet they were always supportive and seemed very proud when I began 
my theology degree. They encouraged my gifts, entrusted me with situations of 
leadership, and gave me plenty of opportunities to preach. 
 I would also describe the TSCF group as fundamentally stage 3 evangelical (but with 
a strong stage 2 “blessings” as well as a strong stage 4 critical thinking element), a 
heady mix of ¼ Brethren, ¼ Pentecostal and most of the rest Baptist. Interestingly, 
most of the student leaders were Presbyterian. 
 Although in a strongly stage 4 atmosphere, many seemed to keep their faith separate 
from their studies. Again I was entrusted with leadership, being vice-president for two 
years. Although I was loved and accepted, my enthusiasm to share the liberating 
‘truths’ I was discovering in my theology degree was not always well received.  
  
 
 From my experience - and through conversations with pastors and para-church 
workers – for the majority of Baptist, Brethren and Pentecostal churches, suspicion of 
stage 4’s and above would seem to be the norm. Perhaps it is the Presbyterian 
tradition of an educated clergy which leaves them more open to this process of faith 
development? 
 Charismatic theology has influenced many Presbyterian churches to a great degree, 
including my home church. This does seem to give some a strong stage 2 influence 
which makes it harder for them to tolerate doubt and questions, but in my background 
it added to the faith and vitality of the congregation without diluting their respect for 
education. 
 Accordingly, there seem to be numerous factors which combine to determine the 
dominant stage of a local congregation and their reaction to those of other stages. We 
must remember that the mysterious power of the Holy Spirit is also at work in our 
churches, confusing our human equations. 



PART II – Stages 3-5, a Closer 
Theoretical, Biblical and 

Historical Analysis 
 
 

5. Stages 3, 4 and 5. 
 
 In this essay I want to primarily look at stages 3-5: 3) the loyalist teenage stage of 
faith, 4) the critical university stage of faith, and 5) the mystical mid-life stage of 
faith. 
 In various different books I have come across different frameworks which correspond 
strongly with Fowler’s stages, though using different names. In The Different Drum 
M Scott Peck describes them thus: Formal / institutional (3), Skeptic / individual (4), 
and Mystic / communal (5).22 In his new and seminal work The Younger 
Evangelicals, Robert E Webber describes a journey from precritical naivety (3), to the 
critical-thinking desert (4), to postcritical naivety (5).23 He also uses the metaphor of 
ice melting, as does Pete Ward in Liquid Church - through the current changes in 
Western culture and the resulting confusion, solid assumptions are melting and 
becoming more fluid. 
 Interestingly, in those pages Webber quotes a yearning for a move out of the ‘fluid’ 
stage 4 critical desert and back to some form of solidity.24 This raises hugely 
important questions. Do we wish the members of our churches going through a period 
of questioning to eventually return to the certainties of stage 3, or move on to the 
mystery of stage 5? Which is better for the new millennium, a solid or a fluid faith? 
What is the nature of a post-critical faith? How solid or certain is it? 
 
 
 
 

6. Job and the Stages. 
 

 In search of an answer to these questions, let us examine the biblical witness. 
                                                
22 M.S. Peck, The Different Drum p. 188 
23 R. Webber The Younger Evangelicals pp. 56-58 A quick note on Webber’s book: I will be 
quoting this book often in my synthesis, so I feel the need to explain that he is an evangelical, writing 
about evangelicals, to evangelicals. It is however an excellent book, and many of the points he makes 
are applicable to churches of other traditions. BUT, it is my conviction that the postmodern church that 
I am seeking to describe in this work can not be labeled either evangelical or liberal, it is something 
new. On occasion, Webber seems to me to be blinded by his underlying evangelical assumptions, and 
on some points his writing seems somewhat superficial: he can at times address the form without 
perceiving some of the fundamental shifts in content going on. Perhaps this is the difference in the NZ 
and US contexts? 
24 ibid, Webber quoting J. Clair “…we need the Holy Spirit to reinvigorate our ‘subjective intuitions, as 
expressed in our immediate communities and contexts, and bring some wholeness back to what we 
think of as ‘knowledge.’ Then we can have a firm postcritical faith, which hopefully will help us to 
lead lives that express a robust precritical faith as seen in Jesus’ earliest followers” pp. 58-59 



 
 Though several people in scripture are recorded as going through this process of faith 
development, the clearest example of a character moving from stage 3 to 4 and on to 
stage 5 is that of Job. Over the summer of 2004-5 I preached several sermons and led 
some youthgroup meetings on Job, taking many ideas from my own faith journey, as 
well as from Alan Jamieson and his books Called Again and The Churchless Faith. 
 At the beginning of the book, Job seems to be living in a stage 3 attitude of certainty 
or “orientation”. He seems to have a strong sense of understanding life and God and 
the way the world works, developing habits around this understanding (e.g. 1:5 where 
he offered sacrifices every morning after his children had feasted in case they had 
sinned). 
 The understandings that Job seems to hold are, 
1/ God is holy – do NOT criticise! 
2/ God is primarily focused on humans. 
3/ God is fair – if you do good you will be blessed, if you sin you will be punished. 
 
 But, as the story goes, despite Job’s blamelessness God allows suffering to come 
upon him. In one morning he loses his possessions, his servants, his house and his 
children (1:13-19). This suffering is soon extended to the loss of his health, and Job is 
reduced to sitting in rags on a rubbish heap, scratching at the boils which cover his 
body with a broken piece of pottery! 
 This is a great crisis! An extreme example of the kind of crisis which would typically 
drive us into stage 4, the stage of “disorientation”. Remarkably however, Job holds 
to his previous certainties – God is holy, do NOT criticise! He retains his integrity 
(1:9-10). 
 I believe that one of the most significant aspects of this book is that Job’s breaking 
point does not come until his old friends arrive and try to impose old answers to a 
new situation! They share his initial understanding that God only punishes the sinful: 
Job is suffering, therefore he must have sinned, therefore all he must do is repent and 
his suffering will end. Although well-meaning they end up condemning Job not 
helping him; for as the reader knows, Job is blameless. 
 
 This provides the crisis for Job that drives him into the desert of the faith and a time 
of disorientation. 
 As mentioned, moving into stage 4 can be highly uncomfortable. It can be a time of 
confusion as old certainties no longer seem to be true; a time of loneliness as each 
person’s journey here is often unique; a time of anger as old friends try to impose old 
answers – there can be a sense of being lied to by those you respected; and a time of 
disillusionment. 
 
 From my experience, I firmly believe that Christians can go through this process of 
orientation to disorientation on many different issues of life and faith, both large and 
small, many times in our life. In fact, we may experience something akin to 
disorientation every time we learn something new in church on a Sunday morning - as 
we then have to rearrange our worldview to fit the new insight in. This is a healthy 
part of a vibrant and growing faith. It is only when the new insight comes through a 
crisis of some kind which shatters former beliefs that problems can occur. Even then 
though, I see a silver lining. Disillusionment! 
 Both through my theology studies and through four years living abroad outside my 
NZ evangelical Christian environment, I have suffered many periods of disorientation 



which have brought on significant disillusionment with my faith as it was. I have 
often cringed with embarrassment about my past, I have even railed against the 
church in anger for the “lies” I was taught while young!25 But, over my life as a 
whole, I believe that this has been good for me. 
 
 Inherent in the word “dis-illusion” is the idea of the removal of illusions, the 
stripping away of wrong beliefs. 
 God’s ways are higher than our ways, God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts!26 
A human mind cannot contain God, God is too awesome and too profound. We 
Christians can never truly comprehend God, we can never put the divine in a box. 
Whatever we believe about God will always be wrong to some degree, we can never 
100% understand our creator. An essential part of a genuine Christian spirituality 
therefore, is humility. We need to recognise this fact, humble ourselves and accept it. 
 In my faith journey, being open to God taking me through this process of 
disorientation and the stripping away my illusions (my false beliefs),27 has been 
essential in my growth into maturity in faith. Disillusionment can be a positive thing! 
 
 But, thankfully it doesn’t end there. Stage 4’s can by the grace and mercy of God 
move on to stage 5: After disorientation there is reorientation.28 This begins for Job 
in chapter 38, when God speaks. 
 However, despite speaking for four chapters, God never answers Job’s questions and 
never gives him an explanation for what happened. Instead, 1) God broadens Job’s 
thinking by showing him that God cares for the natural world as well as the human 
world. And 2) God poses new problems for Job by spending 1 ½ chapters describing 
the scary, destructive, violent parts of nature (Behemoth and Leviathan), and asserting 
that God created them too! 
 
 Before we continue let us consider, what was the nature of Job’s reorientation? Did 
he press through the confusion to a new sense of certainty, or a new sense of mystery 
and awe? 
 
 It seems to have been a bit of both. Job’s last words after God speaks are, 
 
  “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; 
 therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.” (42:5-6) 
 
 There is a return of certitude in the area of a strong faith and an unwavering 
understanding of God’s greatness and holiness. Yet what resonates profoundly within 
my being is the fact that this is deep faith beyond the confusion, in fact deep faith 
despite even greater confusion!29 
                                                
25 I have seen several friends leave the church in anger due to the embarrassment of realising (for 
whatever reason), that what they were taught was true and once proclaimed strenuously, is actually 
really stupid. 
26 See Isaiah 59 
27 Some contemplative teaching describes this loss of false beliefs as the letting-go of idols. This is a 
painful process which can involve embarrassment or the alienation from family or long-time faith 
communities. A lot of angst is caused in this area by the denial of suffering or failure in some 
charismatic/Pentecostal circles. 
28 Walter Brueggemann in his The Message of the Psalms categorised the Psalms as Orientation, 
Disorientation, and New Orientation about 20 years ago. 
29 i.e. the question of evil in the world. 



 Job’s questions remain unanswered; he never understands why he suffered. Instead 
he encounters the living God, and in the light of this glimpse of the divine spiritual 
reality behind the world around us, answers are no longer important. To me, his last 
speech in 42:1-6 oozes humility as well as an acceptance of and reverence for 
mystery. 
 
 Let us return to his initial understandings of God and life. 
1. The core of his faith about the existence and character of God has been 
strengthened. He ends knowing with even greater clarity than at the beginning that 
God is indeed holy and worthy of worship. A knowledge based on experience. 
2. His belief that God is primarily focused on humanity has been shown to be wrong. 
3. Job’s conception of God being fair and following the pattern of blessing the good 
and cursing the evil has been shattered. No new paradigm has arisen to take the place 
of this belief; he must now relax and trust God in the darkness. His faith is now a 
mixture of certainty and mystery, or perhaps certainty despite mystery. 
 
 
 
 

7. Certainty in the Darkness??? 
 

A) Church reactions to youth culture… 
 

 A dramatic shift has happened since the emergence of the Beatles in the 1960’s with 
how the church relates to youth culture. 
 The 50’s are regarded as a highly conformist period of Western history, when wider 
culture was significantly shaped by Christianity, and church (and especially Sunday 
School) attendance was at its peak. The 60’s brought the big break between church 
culture and youth culture with pop music and the pill. The stereotypical response to 
these changes by the church through the 60’s was the utter rejection of this emerging 
youth culture as of the devil. 
 I came onto the scene in the 80’s and 90’s when many churches realised that to halt 
the rapid decline in attendance, they needed to change their approach. So, many 
churches began to mimic youth culture instead of rejecting it. Christian rock bands 
became acceptable, putting on Christian concerts; youth pastors were hired to 
organise Christian parties and social events. A whole Christian subculture began with 
cafes, novels, sports teams and music – copying popular culture but isolated from it. 
 
 Two memories from that time… 
1. The huge criticism Stryper and Amy Grant received when they began to sing songs 
which didn’t always have explicitly Christian lyrics. 
2. My non-Christian friends at uni being able to pick Christian music immediately 
because of what they described as its middle-of-the-road, bland, ‘gutless’ feel.30 
 
 We are only halfway through the 00’s (the ‘noughties’?) so it is hard to see clearly 
what is changing, but there does seem to be an interesting shift happening in some 
Christian circles. This is the taking seriously of the concept of the missio dei, the 

                                                
30 Though they did respect DC Talk! 



concept that God is already at work in the world, beckoning us to join in. There seems 
to be a greater acceptance of the idea that there are things happening in the world 
outside our churches that Christians can learn from. This can be seen in… 
1. The numerous sermons, study groups or theology courses looking at theology as 
expressed in popular film. 
2. How much more acceptable it is for Christian artists such as Brooke Frazer, 
Stereogram and Wash to follow the lead of Stryper and straddle the Christian/secular 
divide in music. The influence Christian musicians are having on the NZ music scene 
today is amazing. 
3. Anecdotally, Christian teenagers today seem much more included in the 
mainstream. It seems easier for them to be regarded as ‘normal,’ just another of many 
groups at school. In my day, to be ‘outed’ as a Christian was to be asking for ridicule. 
We felt embattled by the great unwashed masses around us which led to feelings of 
defensiveness, shame or antagonism. There was often a sharp divide between ‘us’ and 
‘them,’ which led Christian teenagers to stick together and reject aspects of their 
surrounding culture – such as alcohol and music. Today’s Christian youth seem to feel 
much more accepted, much less defensive, and seem to be able to move more fluidly 
between Christian and secular settings. 
 
 
 

B) The worldly-wise teenage cynic? 
 

 The impact of this is that young evangelical pakeha who are staying in church are at 
the same time stepping outside their Christian culture to a greater degree than 
previous generations.31 In the 60’s, to mix in with popular culture young people 
virtually had to leave the church. In the 80’s and 90’s indulging in some aspects of 
youth culture was viewed as dangerous and akin to backsliding. 
 
 Part of Fowler’s stages of faith development, is that each successive stage has a 
broader orientation - takes into consideration the opinions of more and more people. 
 Stage 1 then is just about me, everyone else exists for my benefit. Stage 2 is me and 
my family; stage 3 me and my peer group or ‘tribe’; the trauma of stage 4 is often 
initiated by considering the experiences or point of view of those outside the ‘tribe’ 
for the first time (thus potentially ostracising one from the ‘tribe’); stage 5 is me and 
the whole world! 
 For myself as a Christian teen of the 80’s, in order to first take seriously the 
perspective of those outside my evangelical, charismatic ‘tribe,’ I had to physically 
leave my home context and live in Germany for six months! This began my move into 
stage 4. 
 As mentioned above, I noticed two life transition stages where many of my friends 
left the church.  
1. Everyone from my youthgroup who left Auckland to do a degree had soon stopped 
pursuing their faith within a church (age 18-20). 
2. Many of my TSCF friends who continued with Christian activities through their 
university years had stopped attending church within three years of graduation (age 
21-25). 

                                                
31 This is very Euro-centric. Maori or Pacific Island church attenders for example have seemed to have 
a much less sharp divide between sacred and secular, between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in spiritual terms. 



 I think this was due to the process of moving out of their Christian support networks, 
mingling with those outside the church and gaining a broader perspective on life. This 
perspective then caused them to re-think what they had previously believed, to see 
that certain beliefs were not taken for granted or even regarded as ridiculous by their 
new friends, and to doubt and question their faith.32 
 The disorientation of stage 4! 
 
 The significance of the emerging generation is that they are stepping out of their 
Christian sub-culture earlier, at the ages of 11-15 rather than 18-24! Christians seem 
to be isolating themselves less at high school. Maybe most will never experience a 
Christian sub-culture? 
 
 What do they find outside their churches in this new millennium? A pluralist, post-
modern world, where many religions and philosophies are competing to be heard and 
where Christianity is given no pride of place. A world where any claims to absolute 
truth are viewed with suspicion and moral distaste. A supposedly tolerant society 
where what is viewed as intolerant is judged harshly. 
 This is a great opportunity for them to offer salt and light to the world, take the 
gospel out of the ghetto of the church and into the marketplace. So far Brooke Frazer 
has been a great example of the good that can be achieved. But also, my prediction is 
that growing up mingling within this post-modern world, in the future very few 
Christians in NZ will get to the grave without hitting stage 4. A period of 
disorientation for our young people is now virtually inevitable!  Also, they will be 
entering this stage much earlier than ever before. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
32 If we accept that God is too big to be contained in a human brain and that our understandings of God 
will never be 100% accurate, then it is likely that some of what they were taught in church was indeed 
wrong or even ridiculous. Naturally I feel that they threw the baby out with the bath water, but some of 
their reactions were undoubtedly legitimate – at times I was tempted to follow them. 



PART III – A Mono-Cultural 
Church in a Pluralist Society? 

 
 

8. Where Have all the Young Men Gone? 
 
 These statistics are taken from the PYM SNAPSHOT DATA 2004, compiled by Mo 
Mansill the PCANZ National Youth Coordinator.33 The data was gathered by a survey 
done between December 2003 and March 2004. 
  
- 369 parishes participated, of these 91 (¼) had no young people34 in pastoral care, 
while another 13 had no young people in regular programmes. 
- 77 parishes had between 1-9 youths in regular programmes. 
- 155 had 10-49 youths in regular programmes. 
- 28 had 50-99 youths in regular programmes. 
- 5 had more than 100 youths in regular programmes. 
 
 So, as can be seen, some churches are flourishing while about half are struggling to 
attract or keep young people. 
 The statistics compiled also broke down those involved in our churches further. 
 
- 5,094 11-14 year olds are under pastoral care in the PCANZ, 3,134 of them in youth 
groups. 
- 3,383 15-17 year olds are under pastoral care, with 2,103 of them in youth groups. 
- 1,763 18-25 year olds are under pastoral care, with 1,176 of them in youth groups. 
- Pakeha represent 66% of those total numbers, 9% Maori, 18% PI’s, 5% Asian, 2% 
others. 
- Only 43% are male. 
 
 From this data, ⅓ seem to be leaving the church between the ages of 11-15, the drop-
off later speeding up with a further ½ leaving between the ages of 15-18. 35 This 
leaves just over ⅓ of the original number staying in church; our churches have proved 
to be somewhat sieve-like in retaining youth. 
 
 Even the charismatic/evangelical churches which have done so well in attracting and 
keeping children and teens are losing most of those youngsters when they hit the 18-
25 age bracket. 
 In commenting on research done by Miller and Flory, Kevin Ward writes, 
 

                                                
33 See SPANZ July 2005 
34 For this survey, young people were defined as being between 11-25. 
35 Even the 2001 Census figures shows a very similar decline, though minorly less severe. 25,464 10-
14 year olds registered as Presbyterian, Congregational or Reformed. This falls to 20,220 for 15-19 
year olds (a 20% decline), and then down to 15,852 for the 20-24 age group (a 60% overall decline). 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/NR/rdonlyres/4BF53F44-AA0C-4D87-A9B4-DE8B573B9A22/0/Table17.xls 



  “They found that while there are similarities between the approach of 
 boomers and gen Xers to religion, especially in their suspicion of institutions 
 and authority, there are also several significant differences. This means that 
 the new forms of church which developed from the mid 1960s through to the 
 1990s, which were effective in meeting the needs of baby boomers, have not 
 been as effective in the 1990s (and 2000’s) in meeting the needs of gen 
 Xers.”36 
 
 My own 1990’s charismatic youthgroup experience corresponds closely with the 
PYM statistics and Kevin’s analysis: about ¼ left the church during our school years 
but were replaced by other converts as we, excited by our new found experiences of 
God’s Holy Spirit with us, kept inviting new friends to church; in accordance with the 
above figures, almost ⅓ still somewhat regularly attend a church today; which leaves 
almost ½ for whom church no longer became a regular part of their lives between the 
ages of 18-25, the expected age when people move from a stage 3 faith to a stage 4 
faith. 
 But, just because they no longer regularly attend does not mean they no longer 
believe. Some are still very Christian or spiritual in outlook but became disillusioned 
about Church, finding it to be an increasingly irrelevant or unattractive vehicle for 
expressing their faith.37 
 
The Remnant: 
 
 However, we must not forget those who do stay. They seem to be found in the 
charismatic churches, and are fed there – they like the status quo. Accordingly, big 
churches with large numbers of students may find changes hard to make. These are 
the remnant; either those who have settled for now at stage 2 or 3, or who out of 
personal taste just really enjoy the charismatic way of doing things. Their attitude 
could well be “if is ain’t broke, why fix it?”  
 Further, conformity is a significant factor in church life. One church I know of in 
Auckland did the Myers-Briggs personality test each year. Being a creative church 
most people came out as NF’s, but interestingly, as the years went by others began to 
register as NF’s too who had initially registered as S’s or T’s. They conformed to the 
norm around them! 
 Those who have been brought up in our churches are used to doing things in the 
‘normal’ ways. Naturally, those who stay are generally those who are most 
comfortable with the way things are. The leaders of P³, the ‘emergent’ young adults 
service at Hornby Presbyterian, have come across this. They have at times 
experienced significant resistance to their attempts at ‘post-modernising’ the service 
from the young people themselves. 
 
 
 
 

                                                
36 K. Ward, unpublished paper presented to the NZ Religious History Conference in Dunedin 
November 2003. p.13 
37 K. Ward, Is NZs Future Churchless? “Those who leave do not do so because they no longer 
believe, but for other reasons. They continue to have a faith outside the church, a “churchless faith”. 
Their believing has become separated from belonging, or, in the distinction increasingly used, they are 
spiritual but not religious.” p.3 



9. John Drane – A Church Mono-Culture? 
 
 

 As I mentioned in my introduction, my early experience of church was exceedingly 
positive. Because of this I can affirm with great optimism that… 
 
 - I believe that the Church as a whole in NZ is doing a great work, faithfully 
 proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour! Of course, as I 
 believe that we cannot 100% understand God, I also therefore believe that all 
 wings of the Church are misrepresenting Christ to some degree in what 
 they proclaim; but, God is gracious and is using us anyway. This realisation 
 shouldn’t make us stop what we are doing, just put a check on our pride. 
 - This faithful proclamation by sincere yet sinful people, plus the grace of 
 God, equals a Church where many members are being helped and empowered 
 1) to live a life in imitation of Jesus and 2) find God in the dark times. Many 
 people  benefit from what the Church does in NZ today! Let us give thanks for 
 God’s goodness! 
 
 That’s the positive side. Again, I only feel qualified to comment on pakeha NZ 
society, members of other cultural groups will have to relate what follows to their 
own situation. 
 I also feel very confident in saying that… 
 
 - Pakeha NZ society is very diverse today, there are many different groups 
 with different cultures, icons and worldviews. Generations such as builders, 
 boomers, busters, Gen X-ers, millennials; and within those groups we have 
 urban, rural, beer drinkers, wine drinkers, Nth Island, Sth Island, Auckland, 
 poets and partiers, politicians and prostitutes, meat and three veg eaters, 
 camembert and olive consumers, heterosexuals, homosexuals, bisexuals, 
 metrosexuals… the list is endless! 
 - Most of those in our churches come from the same cultural groups and the 
 older generation. 56% of Presbyterians are over 60. Vast sectors of NZ 
 society are largely or totally unrepresented in church on a Sunday, especially 
 the 18-40 year olds. Generally the church is not catering for, or equipping its 
 young people for an adult faith in a postmodern culture. 
 
 
 In his book The McDonaldization of the Church, John Drane helpfully outlines 7 
groups of people in our western societies who the church could be trying to reach. 
These are 1) the desperate poor; 2) the hedonists; 3) the traditionalists; 4) the spiritual 
searchers; 5) the corporate achievers; 6) the secularists; and 7) the apathetic.38 
  
 
 Which of these groups are in our churches? According to Drane, they are the 
traditionalists, the corporate achievers and some apathetic. The following descriptions 
are from the fourth chapter of his book.39 

                                                
38 J. Drane, The McDonaldization of the Church, pp.55-84 
39 Of course these are only broad generalisations, and as such it cannot be taken too far. Many people 
combine characteristics of several different groups. 



 Drane describes the traditionalists as still a significant sector of society, usually 
among the working class. They are concerned for their families and their immediate 
surroundings, and generally dislike change. Many go to church and prefer 
conservative congregations with down-to-earth sermons which relate to daily life. 
 

Stage 2, literalist, family-centred? 
 

 The lives of corporate achievers are dominated by their career. They tend to be 
individualistic, strive for success and are concerned with self-improvement. These 
people have dominated mainline churches as of late. Spirituality (like everything else) 
tends to be used in a functional way, to help them be a better person or to project a 
good public image. 
 

Mostly stage 3 ‘oriented’? 
 

 The apathetic are in our churches, and are usually nominal – belonging but with no 
level of commitment. As members of the non-churched community, they would be 
very hard to reach as they give little thought to issues of meaning and identity. 
 

Uncritical, pre-stage 4 
 
 So, who does that leave outside the church? The desperate poor, secularists, hedonists 
and spiritual searchers. 
 
 Another aspect of the changes in society since the 60’s adding to those already 
discussed, is the growing gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots.’ Thus, Drane 
believes the desperate poor are appearing in the west. In the US and the UK they are 
mainly from immigrant groups, while in Australia they would be dominantly from the 
Aborigine population. Does this group exist in NZ? 
 

Uneducated pre-stage 4, or ‘disoriented’ stage 4 society cynics? 
 

 Like the apathetic, secularists are also hard to reach. Though small in number they 
form much of the West’s educated elite and hold much influence. They would tend to 
only talk to people like themselves, and would therefore be very removed from, and 
quite uncomprehending of the current explosion of interest in spirituality.40 
 

Critical, intellectual, stage 4? 
 

 Hedonists live for themselves and cover all social strata. Many of these people find 
life too painful or disillusioning to deal with and are trying to dull the pain, or only 
find meaning from going from thrill to thrill. There are no role models anymore, 
everyone’s a fraud, society is corrupt, the West is destroying the planet, and their jobs 
are meaningless. Intense, self-destructive weekend partying becomes a rebellion 
against the oppression of life in modern society.41 
 

Stage 1 egotists, stage 3 tribal, or ‘disillusioned’ stage 4 society cynics 

                                                
40 Could Helen Clarke be one of these? 
41 Or are they just bored or unimaginative – party out of habit? 



 Unlike the corporate achievers, rather than self-improvement, spiritual searchers are 
interested in self-fulfilment. For them the spiritual quest is as important as arriving. 
This is a large and growing group who have arisen recently with the birth of post-
modernity. Motivated by emotion and intuition, they are driven to experiment. They 
would often be characterised as hippies or having New Age tendencies, and are very 
rarely found in church. 
 

Stage 5 mystics? 
 
 
 
 

10. Who Could We be Focusing on? 
 
 The Desperate Poor: The poor have always been with us, and unfortunately always 
will: “I therefore command you, open your hand to the poor and needy neighbour in 
your land” – to complete the quote from Deuteronomy 15:11. Over the years many 
have heeded this command and the example of Jesus, and have sought to bring the 
love of God to the poor. Like them or loathe them, St Francis of Assisi, Liberation 
theologians and Destiny Church have all been part of the move to minister to this 
sector of the population. 
 Unfortunately, despite this the vast majority of our churches in NZ remain solidly 
middle-class. This area of missiology does however have a proud history and much 
has been written about it. I do not wish to add anything here. 
 
 Secularists: This is a small though influential group. They would pose a very hard 
mission field, probably requiring a high level of education for those seeking to reach 
them (or a powerful move of God). The average congregation would have minimal 
contact with this sector, so again I will leave others to address these people. 
 
 Hedonists: If you believe the scholars, this group are not really just brash and 
obnoxious, but hurting and disillusioned young people! Indulging in hedonism and 
excess does seem to be a coming of age ritual for our school-leavers, but perhaps the 
latter description applies to those who continue this behaviour in later life? 
 Catering for the needs of these people would involve huge changes in our current 
styles of doing church – we would have to give up meeting in the morning for a start! 
The Church desperately needs individuals willing to engage with and relate the gospel 
to this group; it would help if they were extroverts. 
 I am not an extrovert! I would prefer the company of a few good friends over a quiet 
cup of coffee than a loud party any day. This is not my calling. Rather, I feel called by 
God to minister to (and raise the awareness of the wider Church to) our last group – a 
group which is much more open to things spiritual, widespread throughout society, 
and which is gaining in numbers and attracting members from all the other groups 
(including the hedonists). 
 That group is… 
 
 
 
 



11. The Spiritual Searchers: 
 
  “As a church leader, I am living through an era of institutional decline and 
 degradation… As a historian of American religion and culture, I am living in 
 one of the greatest spiritual awakenings in American history.”42 
 
 “Religion” is declining in the West - both in America, Europe and NZ – but 
“spirituality” is on the increase. Church-attending Christians are becoming a smaller 
and smaller minority, while spiritual searchers are becoming more and more 
prominent in our society. 
 Their rise seems directly linked to the break down of modernity. Much has been 
written about this shift, and much research has also been done related specifically to 
our NZ context. A useful and comprehensive overview can be found in the article Is 
New Zealand’s Future Churchless? by Rev Dr Kevin Ward in the journal Stimulus 
Vol. 12, Issue 2, May 2004. I will include two pertinent quotes. 
 
  “In Canada, where religious trends are very similar to New Zealand, Reginald 
 Bibby declares that “belief in a supernatural dimension of life is widespread… 
 and shows no sign of abating.” In Britain, research by David Hay on the 
 spirituality of non-church goers found in 1987 that 48% admitted to a form of 
 religious spiritual experience. In 2000 he found it had increased to 76%. A 
 group of Australian researchers after analysing a raft of data write: “What this 
 research makes clear is that many of those who are not attending are 
 nonetheless religious, oriented to God, open to those aspects of life which are 
 beyond the material.””43 
 
 Of course, what they believe is not necessarily Christian. It seems the longer people 
stay away from church the less ‘orthodox’ their beliefs become. It would be the 
situation in NZ that most spiritual searchers have never been ‘churched’, and thus 
their basic theology will just as likely come from Buddhism or the New Age (or the 
Woman’s Weekly or Star Wars). 
 
  “One indicator of this is belief about God. Whereas in 1947 more believed in 
 a personal God than an impersonal God (as Spirit or Life Force), by 1993 the 
 balance had changed so that belief in a personal God was the minority 
 understanding.”44 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
42 L. Sweet, Soul Tsunami p.149. 
43 K. Ward Is NZ’s Future Churchless? p.3 
44 ibid, p.4 



12. Spiritual Searchers and the Stages. 
 

 So, these spiritual searchers are rarely found in our churches.45 Isolated from church 
as they are, the bulk are gradually developing a deeply-rooted understanding of the 
world which has some parallels but also many profound differences with Christianity. 
It does not have to be this way! I think this situation is a direct result of the church not 
developing strategic plans to reach them, and our churches still operating out of a 
fundamentally modernist framework. This group have been birthed out of the current 
culture shift going on in the West, a shift which is still young and which still has 
potential to be influenced towards Christ. 
 Unfortunately, few churches have catered for these people. Over the last 35 years, if 
people in our congregations have developed tendencies in this area they seem to have 
a) left the church to pursue their faith journey on their own, or b) gravitated to more 
‘mystical’, ‘liberal’ or high-church services. 
 Let me quickly reiterate the markers of a stage 5 faith as I recorded it in chapter 2… 
 
  Here boundaries become less rigid as one is more aware of the unknown, paradox is 
 acknowledged and accepted. ‘A second naivety’, this is faith beyond the doubts which 
 relishes mystery, which is open to listen to and tolerate the views of others. This stage is not 
 dogmatic and is likely to approach truth from more than one angle. 
 
 Naturally, spiritual searchers will span Fowler’s 7 stages, but there are tendencies 
within this new spiritual resurgence as a whole which fits very well with the above 
stage 5 description. 
 
Form vs. Content: 
 
 A tricky issue I have had to get my head around in the area of these stages has been 
one of form vs. content. 
 In 2004 I tutored a Religious Studies paper at Otago University titled “Spirituality in 
Contemporary Cinema”. There were 12 students in my class, mostly aged around 19. I 
would classify most of them as spiritual searchers, fascinated about things spiritual 
and eager to learn. Regards institutional religion: 1 was a church attender, 1 was an 
infrequent synagogue-attending Jew, 1 was a non-attending New Age Muslim, and 1 
was ethnically Jewish but had been raised with a Buddhist ethic (again non-temple 
based). 
 My first surprise came when I asked if they would have enrolled for the paper if it 
was titled “Religion in Contemporary Cinema” – they all said yes. I was expecting a 
much stronger cultural cringe against the ‘R-word’! 
 Surprise 2 came when we began discussing the very popular film The Matrix. They 
had no trouble in picking up the underlying Buddhist worldview of the universe of 
that film, but could not find a single Christian theological element. The plot of The 
Matrix is overtly based on the Gospel narrative - when we began discussing the 
biblical characters they could pick the Jesus figure and Mary Magdalene, but the 
persons of John the Baptist and Judas were only vaguely known to them. The majority 

                                                
45 “One of the strands of postmodern culture is a longing for the spirituality which had been squeezed 
out by materialism and rationalism. In his excellent book What is the New Age Saying to the Church? 
John Drane has shown how and why this hunger has largely been directed into the New Age movement 
rather than into the church.” D. Tomlinson The Post-Evangelical p.10 



of those students were truly pre-Christian, they knew more about Buddhism than the 
Christian story. 
 That class coincided with the coming of the Easter holidays, so I suggested they 
attend an Easter service to see the Christian story in action and increase their 
knowledge base. Only one did – the Christian! Although deeply spiritual and hungry 
people, church was regarded as utterly irrelevant. Church was not perceived as a place 
to go for a spiritual experience or to connect with the Divine. 
 
 Their attitudes to spirituality were very stage 5: suspicious of objectivity; open to 
paradox and mystery; tolerant of almost everything except that which is regarded as 
intolerant; fully convinced of the reality of the supernatural; fluid and largely non-
dogmatic; value seeing things from more than one perspective. BUT, according to 
Fowler, persons should not enter stage 5 until over the age of 30! 
 This confused me, until I realised that these attitudes were not the result of hard 
work. These assumptions had not been challenged, these youths had never 
meaningfully been exposed to a claim to absolute truth. Rather, these attitudes are the 
new emerging postmodern norm of their surrounding culture. Although they may look 
like modern stage 5’s, this is actually the new post-modern stage 3. These are the new 
unchallenged, conformist beliefs of our current youth culture! 
 The world is truly changing. The content of stage 3 is taking on the form of stage 5. 
 
 This is a worldview totally at odds with that which is found in the evangelical 
churches that most young Christians today attend. Such churches are usually highly 
dogmatic, believe that truth is exclusive to their theology, and are still solidly build on 
modernist conceptions of objectivity. 
 I could not imagine how difficult it would be to be a Christian teenager today, to live 
in two such opposing worlds with such different basic assumptions about reality. Yet, 
despite this, Christian teens do not seem to be isolating themselves from the dominant 
youth culture as they did in my day. The boundaries seem much more fluid, they are 
engaging with their culture to a much higher degree. 
 However, for the vast majority of 18+ year olds in the 2000’s (as it has been since the 
1960’s), engagement with mainstream culture seems much more attractive than 
engagement with the Church, and so over time most of them leave our churches. 
 
 I strongly feel that this clash of cultures has a positive side as well however. To live 
with such a profound clash of ideologies must help enhance the maturity levels of 
many of our young people who retain their faith – whether or not they choose to 
pursue it inside or outside of the institutional church. 
 These conflicting worldviews will prompt many to move beyond stage 3 to the deep 
and critical thinking of stage 4, and then hopefully God will graciously allow them to 
enter a true stage 5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



13. Postmodernism and Spiritual Searchers. 
 
 Drane describes spiritual searchers as having arisen recently with the birth of 
postmodernism. Does this therefore mean that all postmoderns are spiritual searchers? 
 Postmodernism seems to be exponentially more open to things spiritual and 
supernatural than modernism ever was, but just because someone is open to the 
spiritual existing does not mean that one is actively pursuing a spiritual journey. So 
no, not all postmoderns will fit the spiritual searcher label: there will also be 
postmodern hedonists, postmodern traditionalists will eventually arise, postmodern 
apathetic who believe in the Divine but cannot be bothered acting on it, and 
postmodern-influenced desperately poor too busy trying to get enough food to eat 
each day to consider such issues of existential angst. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PART IV – Which Way 
Forward? 

 
 

14. Reactions. 
 

 If my attempts to synthesise Drane with Fowler in chapter 9 were correct, then it 
again indicates that the sectors of society most dominantly represented in our 
churches today are those that do not usually pass beyond stage 3. With the current 
breakdown of modernism and the resultant changing attitudes and expectations among 
our young people, for many, church is beginning to look less and less attractive as a 
place where they can easily express their spirituality. 
 
 What then do we do we do for these ‘stage 5-like’ spiritual searchers who do not 
easily enter into our churches? Several responses are available. 
 
A) We can ignore them, and… 
 
 1. condemn them to living this life and the next apart from their creator, 
 angrily blaming them for not being able to feel at home in our churches, or for 
 finding our forms of spirituality foreign and hard to enter into in any 
 meaningful way. Or, 
 2. pray that the Holy Spirit is alive and well in the world, and will lead them 
 into reconciliation with their Creator and salvation without the help of the 
 Church. 
 
B) We can seek to broaden our churches and our ways of doing things to include them 
by… 
 
 3. incorporating elements of a spirituality relevant to them into our regular 
 Sunday worship. 
 4. establishing ‘boutique’ services targeted specifically for them. Or, 
 5. planting new missional groups which are aimed at, run by, and 
 specifically cater for, these groups. 
 
 I will explore these options in greater depth. 
 
 
 
 

15. A) 1 – A generation of change… 
 
 In his book Healthy Congregations, Peter Steinke describes three aspects of our 
brain. 46 

                                                
46 P Steinke, Healthy Congregations, p.65 



1. The neo-cortex is our thinking brain, the seat of our humanity 
2. The limbic system resides below this, and is our feeling brain. This is “not much 
different from the brain of a Bengal tiger, a Scottish terrier, or an Arctic fox.”47 
3. Beneath this again is the R-system, our reptilian or reactive brain. This part of the 
brain is similar to the brain of a snake or salamander. 
 The more under stress we are, the more our rational thinking brain becomes over-
ruled by our more instinctive, more automatic lower brains. 
 
 He later goes on to say… “No generation has had to face greater and more prolonged 
change than the present one.”48 This was written by Steinke before 1996, and I am 
sure that he was talking about the processes of cultural change that have led to the 
gradual emergence of what is termed ‘post-modernism’ replacing the world-view 
which grew out of the Enlightenment called ‘modernity.’49 
Much learned ink has been spilt on this issue. The very word ‘post-modern’ itself 
causes enough debate! One author has commented, 
 
  “Postmodernism is a contemporary movement. It is strong and fashionable. 
 Over and above this, it is not altogether clear what the devil it is.”50 
 
 Regardless what it is, it’s also not clear whether what is emerging is truly the birth of 
something new, or if it’s just the collapse of the old. Have we yet to encounter what 
will eventually arise to replace modernity? Regardless, the past worldview shifts 
Christianity has seen have resulted in significant reforms to how people organise and 
‘do’ church. I believe that for the church to remain relevant and healthy, it will need 
to be open to doing the same in the face of these current changes.51  
 We need something akin to a new reformation!52 
 There are many places interested readers can turn to get more information on this, 
such as chapter 7 in Kiwi author Mike Riddell’s Threshold of the Future. 
 
  “We now appear to be going through a transitional period. Something is on 
 the way out, and something else is painfully coming to life.”53 
 

                                                
47 ibid, p.65 
48 ibid, p.71 
49 See Appendix 1 – History Never Repeats? for a list of factors that contributed to the rise of 
modernism contrasted with similar factors at play today. 
50 M Riddell, Threshold of the Future, p.101 
51 “It’s happening anyway, and real spiritual wisdom says hands-off.  Go with it.  It’s scary, and it’s 
also faith. Shut up, sit still, join the spirit.  Let the committees and visioning groups and strategy 
sessions and consultations and keynote speakers all be thanked and discharged.” Ross Miller, email 
18th July 2005. 
52 “The younger evangelical wants to release the historic substance of faith from its twentieth-century 
enculturation in the Enlightenment and recontextualise it with the new cultural condition of the twenty-
first century. This contextual methodology is no different from the method the Reformers used to 
deconstruct the church’s reliance on the medievally culturalized form of Christianity in order to release 
the faith to be contextualized into the cultural situation of the emerging English and European culture. 
Evangelicals have carried out this process of deconstruction and reconstruction repeatedly throughout 
history. Those who resist this process in the current debate deny the evangelical commitment to a 
changeless faith indigenized into various cultures.” Robert Webber The Younger Evangelicals p.17 
53 Steinke, p.72 



 Change is happening, this produces weirdness and confusion, which in turn produces 
stress. Stress puts more energy into our lower, more automatic brains – we react! 
Rational thinking goes out the door, we become defensive. 
 
  “In our topsy-turvy world, the reptile brain is poised for quick release. When 
 it senses great danger it will even take over the control centre from the other 
 brains… When intensely anxious, we react and lash out or pull back.”54 
 
 I categorically reject option A) 1. – blaming those groups not represented in our 
churches for their absence, failing to see that our traditional ways of doing things does 
not offer these people a relevant form of spirituality. This is a lower-brain emotional 
reaction, not a thoughtful response. 
 Furthermore, this is a reaction which contradicts the example given to us by our Lord 
Jesus Christ. He left the synagogues and went to the people, meeting them on their 
own terms (even at parties!), speaking to them in parables using contemporary 
imagery they could relate to. He especially went to those excluded from the 
worshipping life of the Jews – prostitutes, tax collectors, the unclean and sinners. 
 
 This leads us on to my next chapter. 
 
 
 
 

16. A) 2 – Christ of all Cultures? A Missiological 

Framework. 
 
 “Since about 1970, two sets of missiological issues have surpassed others in 
 the attention they have received from theologians, church leaders, and 
 missiologists. These are: (1) the relationship between the gospel and other 
 living faiths, and (2) the relationship between the gospel and culture/cultures. 
 Noted cultural anthropologist Loius Luzbetak, S.V.D., speaks of the 
 relationship between faith and local cultures as ‘the burning missiological 
 issue of our times.’”55 
 
 Initially this ‘burning issue’ was focused on the mission-fields of Africa, Asia, 
Oceania and Latin America. For centuries European missionaries had gone to these 
continents to preach their Enlightenment and Greek influenced Christianity as the 
only true and ‘pure’ Christian faith. Local traditions were viewed with great suspicion 
and were generally kept out of the newly planted churches. 
 Two horrifying world wars in Europe, the decline of Christianity in the West, and the 
independence of the third world brought major challenges to this attitude. Earlier, 
Schleiermacher had been the first theologian to recognise that all theology was 
influenced, if not determined, by the context in which it had evolved; eventually many 
followed his lead and in 1971 the term ‘contextualisation’ was coined. 
 Contextualisation was set against ‘syncretism’ which has been described thus,  
 

                                                
54 ibid, p.73 
55 Scherer & Bevans (eds) New Directions in Missions and Evangelization 3 p.1 



 “If what is drawn from local sources retains its original religious meaning, 
 and is merely amalgamated with other Christian elements, we have a religious 
 syncretism. This is a hybrid or mixture in which Christ through the Scriptures 
 does not control all elements, and at best it is only partly Christian.”56 
 
 Elements of a culture being introduced into a worshipping community while being 
subordinated to Christ is now generally regarded as legitimately Christian, and in fact 
something to be sought after. This awareness reached the evangelical mainstream in 
the Lausanne Willowbank Report of 1978. This was its conclusion, 
 
  “Our Consultation has left us in no doubt of the pervasive importance of 
 culture. The writing and the reading of the Bible, the presentation of the 
 gospel, conversion, church and conduct—all these are influenced by culture. It 
 is essential, therefore, that all churches contextualize the gospel in order to 
 share it effectively in their own culture. For this task of evangelization, we all 
 know our urgent need of the ministry of the Holy Spirit. He is the Spirit of 
 truth who can teach each church how to relate to the culture which envelops it. 
 He is also the Spirit of love, and love is "the language—which is understood in 
 every culture of man (sic)." So may God fill us with his Spirit! Then, 
 speaking the truth in love, we shall grow up into Christ who is the head of the 
 body, to the everlasting glory of God (Eph. 4:15).”57 
 
 “The writing and the reading of the Bible, the presentation of the gospel, conversion, 
church and conduct—all these are influenced by culture!” “It is essential, therefore, 
that all churches contextualize the gospel in order to share it effectively in their own 
culture!” Profound insights which we often overlook or take for granted in our mono-
cultural churches. 
 Again however, this was principally addressed to the situation facing Western 
missionaries proclaiming the gospel to foreign, non-Western cultures. I would like to 
turn these missiological principles to the West itself, now that it finds itself in this 
profound time of culture shift. 
 The historically Christianised culture of modernism is gradually breaking down and 
the new culture of post-modernity is arising to replace it. This is a fundamentally pre-
Christian culture which has as yet not been influenced by the gospel of Jesus Christ to 
a significant degree.58 After hearing so many respected evangelical leaders rail against 
post-modernity as evil and a plot by Satan to undermine true Christian faith, it is my 
plea that the church in NZ not ignore the lessons learnt through generations of 
overseas cross-cultural mission.59 

                                                
56 "Syncretism" in Stephen Neill, Gerald H Anderson and John Goodwin, eds., Concise Dictionary of 
Christian World Mission, London, Lutterworth, 1971, p.580. 
57 http://www.lausanne.org/Brix?pageID=14322#C 
58 Except in the broad, historical context of it arising to replace (or in reaction to) modernism, a culture 
which had been embraced and baptized by the Church – especially in its Protestant forms.  
59 “In every age and culture Christians have to engage with their world, be aware of what is consistent 
with the gospel and what is not, and work through what it means to be Christian in a particular time and 
place.  It would be ironical indeed, if the charity and insight shown towards other religions in other 
volumes of the Lausanne series, proves to be elusive when the compilers come to address their own 
cultural and religious traditions.  If the lessons that there is good to be found outside the church as well 
as evil and that it is hard to evangelize what you fear or hate, have been learnt in relation to others, they 
may also need to be learnt on the home front.  It is always more difficult, but it is no less necessary.” 
http://roxborogh.com/Book_Reviews/Faith%20and%20Modernity.htm 



 Let us not react, let us engage our rational brains and think of how we can respond! 
 
 
  “We affirm that Christ sends his redeemed people into the world as the Father 
 sent him, and that this calls for a similar deep and costly penetration of the 
 world. We need to break out of our ecclesiastical ghettos and permeate non-
 Christian society. In the Church's mission of sacrificial service evangelism is 
 primary. World evangelization requires the whole Church to take the whole 
 gospel to the whole world. The Church is at the very centre of God's cosmic 
 purpose and is his appointed means of spreading the gospel.”60 
 
 I do believe that the Holy Spirit is active in the world bringing people to God outside 
the Church, I do not believe we have to attend a church to be saved. Despite this, I 
stand with the Lausanne Covenant when it says “the Church is at the very centre of 
God's cosmic purpose and is his appointed means of spreading the gospel” – of course 
our definition of ‘Church’ can vary, our inherited institutionalised form of doing 
church is one of many areas post-moderns are critiquing. However, our faith is 
relational as our Triune Creator is relational right at the core of the divine being. 
Thankfully we live in a time when Protestants are remembering that our faith is not 
only about orthodoxy (right belief), but also about orthopraxy (right behaviour), and 
that this necessarily involves interacting with people outside of ourselves. 
 
 “World evangelization requires the whole Church to take the whole gospel to the 
whole world.” To my mind it is quite clear that the whole world must also include the 
post-modern world. Therefore, I reject option A) 2.61 
 The Spirit of God is at work and many post-modern spiritual searchers are finding 
God, but many are not. It is the duty of the Church to ‘break out of our ecclesiastical 
ghettos,’ do some hard thinking and self-analysis, and try to bring the gospel to the 
post-modern world in ways they can understand. 
 
 
 
 

17. To Boldly go Where no Parish has Gone Before! 
 
 One of the big issues with coming together to do church is that Christianity is not a 
homogenous religion. Many diverse people with diverse tastes, cultures and 
theologies identify themselves by the name of Christian. Trying to keep all groups 
happy on a Sunday morning can be quite a juggling act for any minister and many 
fail, church splits are a sad but regular feature of NZ Christian life. 
 Many churches have avoided splits by accommodating different groups in different 
services, usually an early morning traditional service followed by a mid-morning 
family service. Rare is the church that has managed to cater for diverse traditions and 
age groups within the one service. My home church is one that has managed to do 

                                                
60 The Lausanne Covenant, Section 6 THE CHURCH AND EVANGELISM, 
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61 pray that the Holy Spirit is alive and well in the world, and will lead them into reconciliation with 
their Creator and salvation without the help of the Church. 



that, but the road has not always been easy; love and tolerance are hard work, the path 
of Christian unity is a difficult one. 
 
 So, I posited three options for how to open churches up to the post-modern spiritual 
seeking generation which I will rephrase. 
 
 1. – Incorporate “postmodern friendly” aspects into the regular Sunday 
 morning service. 
 2. – Set up alternative postmodern searcher services. 
 3. – Plant new “churches”62 specifically for postmodern spiritual searchers. 
 
 
 Naturally, option 1 would be the most superficial, but potentially also the hardest. 
Out of sight out of mind! It would be easier to rest comfortable in the fact that this 
sector of the population were being catered for, as long as they were being catered for 
somewhere else!63  
 As with the stages, when we are discussing introducing post-modern elements there 
are also issues of form vs. content. As well as the fundamental worldview shift going 
on in NZ and the rest of the West, there are also the normal surface changes in 
generational culture (e.g. clothes, slang, styles of music). By only pursuing option 1, 
we could limit the changes we are introducing to our church to issues of form and 
style – presenting our traditional content in a new form, old wine in new wineskins. 
 If however we seek to experiment with options 2 or 3, merely changing the form will 
not work. In those cases we will have to grapple much more with issues of content, 
the underlying worldview and assumptions, the new way our society is beginning to 
think. 
 
 Option 2 would be interesting. 
 Looking at successful attempts to recontextualise Christianity for a spiritual 
postmodern West, an essential aspect of these experiments has been that they were led 
and planned by those with a culture similar to the people whom they were seeking to 
reach.64 This does NOT mean that they have to necessarily be young!65 
 
  “First of all, this modern, postmodern thing isn’t strictly a matter of age 
 groups. What a lot of us find out is that when we start communicating the 
 gospel in a postmodern context a lot of older people suddenly come out of the 
 woodwork. They weren’t coming to church before.”66 
 
 But, it is only natural that the leaders would have to have a heart for this sector of the 
population, have some idea of their hopes and fears, be able to speak their language, 

                                                
62 “Church” could also refer to ‘congregation’, ‘community’, study or prayer group etc… 
63  “The very differences God pronounced ‘very good’ are also the greatest threat to Christian unity. 
Differences can build stronger bonds between people or it can break them. Broken relationships often 
result from a failure to understand and adjust to the differences we have inherited from a wise God.” 
Duane Elmer Cross Cultural Conflict: Building Relationships for Effective Ministry p.24 
64 A good study of innovative and initially successful post-modern attempts at mission has been 
compiled in the book The Shaping of Things to Come” Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century 
Church by Australians Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch. 
65 Kimball estimates that ⅓ of American baby-boomers relate to God in a postmodern way. D. Kimball 
The Emerging Church p.104 
66 B. McLaren “Preaching to Postmoderns” from Preaching Vol. 16, number 6, May-June 2001, p.9 



and have their finger on the pulse enough to be able to conceive of relevant ways of 
doing church among them. In many congregations this would mean the traditional 
leaders having to stand back, support and resource others within their church to do 
this ministry. 
 This would require a certain amount of openness from the traditional leadership, and 
from the congregation as a whole. Any service designed for postmodern spiritual 
searchers would have to have a strong questioning, critical stage 4 element, as well as 
a strong mystical, fluid, non-dogmatic stage 5 influence. If the church or its leadership 
are strongly stage 2 or 3, they could quite likely find the questioning of, or 
ambivalence to the dominant systematic theological framework of their church 
threatening (regardless if it was liberal, evangelical, charismatic or fundamentalist). 
 Our sinful nature craves power and control, setting such a service free might be 
difficult for some.67 
 
Option 3 has not been done much in NZ – or anywhere else in the world for that 
matter. I am only aware of one church in NZ that I would regard as being run by 
postmoderns, primarily for postmoderns, City Side Baptist in Auckland.68 There have 
however been some attempts at setting up separate congregations within the one 
parish to cater to this mission field, for example Steve Taylor has done this at Opawa 
Baptist.69 
 Who would resource such postmodern mission-churches? Where would they find a 
building? How does one institutionalise such an anti-institutional movement? Would 
such a spiritually egalitarian group which is also intensely suspicious of institutions, 
be willing to give money to pay someone to lead or organise this kind of church? 
Even if their ideal church service was run, how would we get such a predominantly 
un-churched group to come and try it out? 
 Looking at a new congregation or small group rather than a traditional ‘church’ 
model would solve many of these problems, but yet, many barriers and questions 
remain. Very few people have sought to do it to test how easy or difficult it would be. 
 
 
 
 

18. The Options. 
 
 It is interesting to see what commentators think about these 3 options. 
 Dan Kimball, writing from within the American Pentecostal seeker-service 
movement, rejects option 1, believing that it pleases no-one. He advocates starting 
new services, but believes that the fastest change will happen by planting postmodern-
focused sister churches. He advocates intentional, rapid change for a rapidly changing 
society while pursuing option 2 himself.70  

                                                
67 Misunderstanding from the wider congregation is a further issue. As another example from Hornby 
Presbyterian, members of the morning congregation often refer to their P³ emergent ‘young adults’ 
service as the “youth service.” There seems to be a significant level of incomprehension of what they 
are trying to do from parishioners as well as others in leadership. 
68 Though there are many small prayer or meditation groups who fit this category meeting within 
churches, inter-denominationally, or made up of people who have ceased attending Sunday services. 
69 These would have more autonomy than a separate service as in option 2, but some of the issues of 
control by the host congregation could still remain. 
70 Dan Kimball The Emerging Church p.104 



 Brian McLaren who has himself followed option 3, beginning a separate postmodern 
focused church, also sees value in option 2. He predicts a lot of conflict with a clash 
of tastes if option 1 is attempted; many people’s needs are being met by modern 
churches, why change? 
 
  “A lot of churches create alternative services. I think that is one way of 
 dealing with it. Keep meeting the needs of people; as Lyle Schaller says, 
 “Bring change by addition not subtraction.””71 
 
 Mike Riddell seems to prefer option 3. But regardless how it is done, these new 
missional ways of doing church need freedom and independence from what is already 
established. 
 
  “Anticipating the future requires supportive and transitional structures for the 
 nascent vision. It is generally not the case that one form of response to life and 
 faith dies, and then a new one develops abruptly. For a period the old and new 
 will exist side by side, a threat to each other and the cause of tension and 
 power-plays. The visionary community needs protective structures, within 
 which it can develop its own self-understanding, free of domination and 
 control from the failing institution. Such tangible structures will also provide a 
 sign of hope to people trapped in old orthodoxies but nervous about stepping 
 out into the unknown.”72 
 
My Thoughts… 
 
 My preference is also for option 3. It would require a deep, intensive thinking 
through of the issues, and as Kimball predicts, would provide the most rapid and 
intentional change. It is the way of most faith and trust in God. 
 Further, as Riddell notes, some established stage 2 or 3 modernist churches may well 
find this re-contextualisation of church and Christianity very challenging.73 There will 
be some tension and conflict, it is inevitable that some will brand these new emergent 
groups as heretical. Option 3 would give these groups the freedom they need to grow 
and pursue their mission, away from these conflicts and inflexibility.74 
 
 Option 2 has its benefits as well as potential draw-backs. Sincere and idealistic young 
people rushing off to plant new postmodern “churches” will bring rapid change but 
also a certain level of chaos and many failures. Failure of course is not necessarily 
bad, it teaches and strengthens us. But, if instead of planting a new church or small 
group we plant new services within strong, trusting parishes, the process could be a 
bit more orderly.75 
 There would be support structures and supervision in place to prevent burnout or 
random acts of stupidity. Being accountable to a senior minister or board of elders 
                                                
71 B McLaren “Preaching to Postmoderns” p.9 
72 M Riddell Threshold of the Future p.98 
73 Indeed, some already are! Surfing the net for ‘postmodernism’ and ‘Christianity’ will bring up a raft 
of web pages both pro- and anti-. 
74 It is interesting that most of the experimentation in this area is happening in congregational churches 
like the Baptists where they are free from the external pressures faced by more hierarchical churches 
like the Presbyterians. 
75 Planting a new congregation within an established parish would also share some of these benefits 
while minimizing the potential problems, and could well be the best and most pragmatic way forward. 



would inevitably slow down the pace of change but also force the leaders to be able to 
justify what they are doing. These services could be a place of learning for young 
leaders before they experiment with option 3. 
 However, these structures could also be used to control and prevent change. As I 
have said previously, it would take a very open and tolerant leadership to allow for the 
level of change necessary for these services to be truly postmodern and not merely 
window-dressing – modern content in a postmodern wineskin. 
 
 Foreign theorists do not seem to give option 1 much consideration. The idea of 
multiple styles coexisting within the one service seems quite alien to them; but, I 
believe that in NZ we have a precedent for this – the charismatic movement. Some 
churches adopted this movement lock, stock and barrel, and are totally charismatic in 
ethos and style, while others rejected it entirely. But this leaves a vast number of 
parishes in our country that have adopted and incorporated certain elements. This 
could be clapping, raising hands, guitars, the odd word of prophecy either in the 
service or in homegroups, opportunities for prayer after the service, or a newfound 
belief in the gifts as available to us today. 
 As I wrote above, following this option would mainly be to incorporate things 
postmodern in terms of form and not content, but it has been done before in NZ and it 
is an option (as a bare minimum).76 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
76 And it is undeniable that in most churches influenced by the charismatic movement, introducing 
changes in form has also brought some level of change in content - their understanding of the faith and 
its priorities has been affected. 



PART V – Past Lessons and 
Future Suggestions. 

 
 

19. Postmodern – Charismatic Parallels? 
 
 The charismatic movement was a big part of my youth and my Christian 
development. It swept through NZ in the 1970s and 80s has few parallels in the world 
with the extent to which it influenced the mainline denominations. 
 In the 1960’s “The emergence of the CR [charismatic renewal] in the denominational 
churches was not without its problems. The opposition faced by early participants in 
the renewal resulted in a migration, stimulated by the Bible teaching ethos of 
Pentecostalism, into the Pentecostal movement.”77 By the mid-1970’s this had 
changed, the Presbyterian, Anglican and Baptists churches all had significant 
charismatic minorities. By 1989 138 out of 200 Baptist churches identified themselves 
as charismatic.78 
 The charismatic and Pentecostal churches were extremely successful through the 70’s 
and 80’s, attracting many members away from the more conservative churches. The 
classic example is the contrast between the Baptists and Brethren, both with around an 
estimated 14,000 attenders in the early 1960’s. The Brethren rejected this new 
movement and by 1986 had declined in numbers to 11,000. The Baptists meanwhile, 
after much early infighting were the mainline denomination most affected by things 
charismatic, and had grown to 26,568.79 
 
 Many NZ sociologists and historians of religion regard this movement as having been 
a re-contextualisation of Christianity to post-war, 60’s and 70’s baby-boomer Kiwi 
culture. It broke the church out of its imported high church English (for Anglicans), 
Scottish (for Presbyterians) or Irish (for Catholics) models, and made church more 
relevant and accessible for a new generation. 
 There are five important points I want to look at here. 
 
1. Parallels and dissonances: 
  
  “Insofar as it opposes moral permissiveness and upholds patriarchy, 
 Pentecostalism is at odds with the expressive revolution. But in many other 
 respects it is in harmony with that revolution. Indicative of this are its stress on 
 self-validating experience; informality in dress, forms of worship and 
 interpersonal relationships; spontaneity, immediacy and instant (religious) 
 gratification; anti-intellectualism; some degree of expressive disorder; 
 involvement of the whole body; excitement and novelty; the use of popular 
 rather than classical music forms; and in characteristics such as these, a 
 deliberate contrast with more conventional religious institutions.”80 

                                                
77 S. Burgess (ed.) The New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements p.190 
78 K. Ward, unpublished paper p.3 - quoting Bolitho, Meet the Baptists p.37. 
79 ibid, p.8 
80 A.W. Black, “Australian Pentecostalism in Comparative Perspective,” in A.W. Black ed. Religion in 
Australia: Sociological Perspectives, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1991, p.117 



 
 So, the Pentecostal and charismatic movements were part of a Christian adaptation to 
the culture changes which began in the West in the 1960’s, changes which were the 
precursor to the current emergence of postmodernism. It is only natural therefore, that 
despite charismatic churches not proving able to keep their postmodern youths, there 
would be many similarities between the two as compared to conventional religious 
institutions. 
 There are parallels, but there are also dissonances… 
 
Parallels: I would see these as being the value placed on subjective personal 
experiences; moves to informality; involvement of the whole body or person in 
worship, less inhibitions; freedom to change and experiment, and the use of multi-
media and technology; the first introductions of pop culture through music; the 
expectation of transcendent experiences in church. 
 
Dissonances: The emphasis on patriarchy and authority seen in the elevated place of 
the pastor; the desire for immediacy and instant gratification; the stage 2 anti-
intellectualism – postmodern spiritual seekers still seem to have a strong stage 4 
questioning influence; the individualistic and hedonistic tendencies within 
Pentecostalism; the tendency to create noise and discomfort with silence; the removal 
of symbol and ritual. 
 
2. A lesson from history: 
 Two churches rejected the Charismatic movement, the Brethren and the Churches of 
Christ. Both suffered numerically as a result. 
 
  “Churches of Christ and Brethren, who were inclined to believe that they 
 were the most authentic form of Christianity, also found that a number of their 
 most ardent members left.”81 
 
 The ways of doing church that they had developed they believed to be ‘pure’ and 
God-ordained; they did not acknowledge the role their culture and history had played 
in shaping their structures. Consequently, they struggled with change and they missed 
out on this move of God. They missed an opportunity to recontextualise themselves 
and make themselves relevant to a new generation, they froze themselves in a pre-
1960’s world. 
 Let us not emulate their mistake! Let us not fall into the “God is a modernist, 
postmodernism is of Satan” rhetoric. Let us not mistakenly believe our inherited 
structures, assumptions and theological systems are ‘pure’ and divinely ordained, free 
of cultural influence. Let us not miss out on what may well be a new move of God, or 
an opportunity to express our faith in relevant ways to our young people! 
 
3. US influences:  
 The early years of the charismatic movement had a decidedly Kiwi flavour with local 
leaders developing indigenous theologies and styles such as Bill Subritzky, Brian 
Hathaway and Murray Robertson. The NZ music of scripture in Song was sung 
everywhere, and much other Kiwi music and drama was written. Since the mid-80’s 
however, the charismatic branches of the church have looked more and more to North 
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America: John Wimber, Benny Hinn, the Toronto Blessing, Willow Creek, 
Saddleback. Individual churches might create their own content, but the programmes 
and songs that unite us across churches now are all foreign.82 
 
  “As churches have tended to follow these lines from American models,  
 significant numbers of New Zealanders have again felt alienated from their 
 churches and drifted off to pursue their faith outside of the institutional 
 church.”83 
 
 American cultural forms are not always appreciated here, they can appear somewhat 
commercialised or ‘tacky.’84 
 The Church is at a point where it needs to introduce change. Will we be bold enough 
to trust our own instincts and develop our own models? Or will we continue to look 
abroad and import foreign ideas which may or may not fit our Kiwi context? 
 
4. “True” conversions: 
 Studies have shown that on average in the large, growing charismatic churches of the 
70’s and 80’s, only 3-5% of the new attenders had no previous church background. 
Some transferred directly from other churches while some had ceased attending 
church in their youth.85 
 There is a large pool of non-attending Christians in NZ today and the development of 
church styles relevant to them that would attract them back would be a great thing. 
But, Kiwis with a church background are a shrinking sector of the population, if we 
only seek to attract them or Christians from other churches, we will eventually die out 
and fail in the mission that God has given to the Church. 
 
5. Change brings pain: 
 Anyone who was involved in a mainline church that came into contact with the 
charismatic renewal will most probably remember the fighting and disruption that 
accompanied it. There was a saying “when the gifts come through the door, the fruits 
go out the window” – unfortunately it was often all too true. 
 People do not like change, they are often very happy the way things are. Another 
significant era of change in our churches will undoubtedly have the potential to be a 
point of great conflict. We need to keep that in mind and act in mature, sensitive 
ways. 
 On a global level change is happening everywhere, creating a traditionalist backlash 
which is seeking to preserve things as they are. Fundamentalist wings are growing fast 
in all the major world religions. As a member of the evangelical section of the 
PCANZ, I feel we need to be honest with ourselves. How constructively are we 
dealing with these changes? Are we playing on people’s fears? Are we reacting rather 
than responding? Are we defining ourselves in terms of being anti-? 
 If yes, then A) we are locking ourselves into doing mission to an ever-decreasing 
sector of the population and increasingly making it difficult for our 18-40 year olds to 
stay with us, and B) such an anti-change mindset would make it very hard for 
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congregations to re-contextualise and stay relevant for this postmodern harvest to 
which God calls us. 
 
 
 

20. Postmodern – Liberal/Traditional Parallels? 
 

 So, charismatic churches seem to have taken one step forward, half a step back 
towards making themselves compatible with postmodern searchers in the area of 
form. However, in the area of content, if they have been influenced in the direction of 
stage 2 or entrenched in stage 3, the deep changes needed to create a new postmodern 
seeker friendly service may prove difficult to make. 
 Additionally, these churches are usually bigger, richer and more successful. If things 
are going well, why change? Why endure the pain unnecessarily? 
 
 Now then, what about the traditional/liberal churches? 
 
 Liberal churches, or other churches that missed the ‘contemporary boat’ are in my 
mind as strategically placed to do mission to postmodern searchers as are the 
contemporary evangelical charismatic congregations – they also have pluses and 
minuses in their current forms. 
1. They are generally older and emptier, they might perceive a need for change as 
being more pressing! 
2. They are generally more open to questioning and doubting, more oriented to stage 4 
than evangelical churches. They could tolerate debate more, and be freer to 
recontextualise the gospel. 
3. These churches have retained their liturgy, ritual, symbol and old buildings. These 
are incredibly important elements in mission to this growing sector of our 
population.86 But, they would need to hold their liturgies lightly, be flexible, willing 
to mix and match, open to change. 
 
 Brian McLaren comments, 
 
  “I used to think that the liberal churches might navigate the postmodern 
 transition more gracefully than the conservative ones. But as I think about it, 
 the liberals are generally more free in their thinking and more rigid in their 
 methodology, liturgy and such. Conservatives are generally rigid in their 
 thinking but more free in their methodology… For that reason, I now think 
 that liberals and conservatives have about an even shot at seizing the 
 postmodern moment.”87 
 
 
 
 

                                                
86 Note the fascinating emergence in Australia of the group ‘Pagans for Proper Churches’! They decry 
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21. Towards a Postmodern-searcher Friendly 

Church! 
 
 It would be a complete waste of my readers’ time if I were to spend 20 chapters 
pointing out the problems with the Church today, try to argue for the necessity and 
desirability of change, but to then give no indications of in which direction we should 
be looking to change! 
 Unfortunately, I cannot describe in detail the ideal postmodern church of the future. 
If I could do that I would make a lot of money! This postmodern culture is still 
emerging and is marked by fluidity rather than stability; people are experimenting, but 
I do not believe that there will be one global pattern or even one NZ-wide pattern. 
Each congregation who seeks to try to cater for their young people or do mission to 
this sector of our society must do the hard work of investigating what is appropriate 
and relevant for their time and place – and, once they have discovered that, be ready 
to change it all in two years time when the context has evolved to something 
different!88 
 
 I will however highlight some areas that I feel need to be addressed, and give an 
indication of which way I feel the wind is blowing. I have read many books on this 
topic and will include many quotes, but unfortunately many will be from North 
Americans! A practice I decried above… 
 Yet, most of the changes in NZ towards postmodernism are being fuelled by popular 
youth culture, and most of that culture here is shaped by the American entertainment 
industry. Their diagnosis of areas of change therefore will be a few years ahead of us, 
and we will almost inevitably follow America’s lead. But, how we use this 
knowledge, and which wineskins we utilise to hold the new wine is entirely up to us. 
 
 I will not divide what follows by issues of form or content. I think each point 
contains a mixture of both. 
 
  
A) Minister as Fellow Pilgrim. 
 

 “The pursuit of Christ is a pilgrimage which involves learning how to give up 
 power for the sake of others. It produces a freedom from fear and anxiety, so 
 that followers can relinquish the need for control.”89 
 

 I will start with issues of leadership, as we require leaders to plant these new 
churches or services, or lead their congregations in implementing the changes 
necessary to future-proof our faith. Truly postmodern churches may decide that they 
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do not desire clergy, but someone still has to show initiative and exercise leadership 
in certain areas. I predict that team-based leadership with little distinction being made 
between clergy and laity will become the norm.90 
 Postmodern searchers reject the concepts of minister as autocrat, fount of all 
knowledge, intermediary between them and God, or CEO.91 Leaders need to be 
authentic, open about their doubts and confusions, open to being taught by their 
congregants. God speaks to everyone, everyone has something to share and something 
to learn – even the minister! 
 Leaders need to be disciple makers, encouraging their flock to live lives in imitation 
of Christ. Leaders need to be facilitators, giving people opportunities to use their 
passions and giftings in the service of their Creator – micromanagement is NOT 
helpful! Leaders need to be change agents, constantly critiquing their programs and 
structures, constantly reforming them to meet their ever-changing context. 
 
  “The true model of Christian leadership is the servant model. Like God who 
 became incarnate, putting himself in our place as the second Adam to serve us 
 and the world as saviour and redeemer of all, so we are called to kenosis (the 
 emptying of self) to be servants of each other. In congregations where this 
 servant attitude is modelled by the pastor, the congregants soon see the 
 spirituality of a life lived for others. Emulating the pastor, the whole church 
 may become a vital community of servants to each other within the church and 
 outside the church in its service to the world.”92 
 

 

 

B) Bible as Compass. 
 
 With fear and trepidation I address the issue of scripture second, of all the topics I am 
discussing this has the most potential to offend people. I would prefer to place it last 
in case people disagree, get angry and stop reading here - not considering the other 
points I wish to make. However, the Word of God as contained in Holy Scripture is 
the supreme standard of our faith in the PCANZ, the place of the Bible is central to all 
we do as a church. 
 With that in mind, I will seek to be balanced in my criticism! 
 
 “One thing that both modern liberals and conservatives have in common is 
 that they read the Bible in very modern ways. Modern conservatives treat the 
 Bible as if it were a modern book. They’re used to reading modern history 
 texts and modern encyclopaedias and modern science articles and modern 
                                                
90 The sacraments is an interesting issue. Will this growing democracy lead to anyone being accepted to 
officiate at baptism and communion, or will the desire to recover tradition and mystery again limit 
these functions to a few chosen individuals whom it is believed God has called to this role? 
91 “It is clear that the younger evangelical wants to turn away from business models of leadership and 
return to biblical principles. Ken Blanchard, the author of The One Minute Manager, recently told the 
registrants of a leadership conference that “the popular model of pastor as CEO is brain dead… This 
philosophy will only hurt the church in the long run.” Leroy Armstrong, pastor of a church in 
Kentucky, responded that the megachurch movement of the last twenty years has been lead by 
“superstar” pastors who are now “dying out or burned out” without having mobilized lay people for 
ministry. As a result, the church, which should be an army, “still looks like an audience.” Webber The 
Younger Evangelicals p. 149 
92 ibid, p.151 



 legal codes, and so they assume that the Bible will yield its resources if they 
 approach it like one of those texts… Modern liberals seem to make a 
 corresponding mistake. They acknowledge that the Bible is a different kind of 
 text from our modern texts, but then they in a sense judge it by modern 
 standards. If something doesn’t fit in with a modern Western mind-set that 
 reveres objectivity, science, democracy, individualism… it is dismissed as 
 primitive and irrelevant.”93 
 
 The rise of Postmodernity will not aid either conservatives or liberals in the jihad 
over the Bible that has been raging for the last few centuries. With the postmodern 
suspicion of objectivity, the dethroning of science as sole arbiter of truth and the 
distaste for individualism, a postmodern missional church will bring a fundamentally 
different attitude to the debate. 
 Debates about the inerrancy of scripture will increasingly become irrelevant in a 
postmodern future. Issues of authority will become secondary as there is a growing 
awareness that before we can allow the Bible to speak into our lives and shape our 
attitudes and actions today, we first have to decide what it means. Interpretation is the 
key, and postmodern seekers are highly aware that our culture and context greatly 
influences how we interpret.94 
 Knowledge of the role that our context plays in how we read scripture has lead to an 
increasing concern to focus on the context in the Bible itself, the setting where 
individual verses appear. Canonical criticism (as championed by N.T. Wright in the 
New Testament and Walter Brueggemann in the Old) which seeks to view each verse 
in the context of the canon as a whole, is being embraced by both liberal and 
evangelical students of theology. Those from conservative backgrounds like Leonard 
Sweet are decrying context-less “the Bible says” type proof-texting,95 while scholars 
like W. Wink from the liberal wing of the church are loudly declaring the bankruptcy 
of the historical-critical method.96 
 
Evangelical Issues: 
 Some evangelicals have had a tendency to treat the Bible as a rule book. Indeed, it 
does contain some rules and laws, but the bulk of scripture is stories, narrative and 
poetry. Its core nature is being seen as relational not didactic (as, at the core of our 
Creator’s Trinitarian nature, God is in essence relational), recording God’s 
relationship with humanity and God’s desire for how we should relate to each other – 
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as a Church and as individuals. To turn the Bible into something it is not is idolatrous 
and demeaning to God’s good gift. 
 Accordingly, Sweet suggests that treating the Bible as a compass and not a map 
would help us reach the postmodern mindset as well as being truer to scripture itself.97 
N.T. Wright came up with the famous description of the Bible as an unfinished five 
act Shakespearean play (1 Creation, 2 Fall, 3 Israel, 4 Jesus, act 5 scene 1 New 
Testament Church, act 5 scene 2 us here today…). In order to continue the story and 
write the unfinished scene, we must first dwell in and internalise the previous acts, not 
just memorise individual lines.98 
 Likewise, some evangelicals have treated Bible verses as only having one valid 
interpretation – theirs! This again clashes with the emerging suspicion of claims to 
objective truth and the misuse of power. It is also totally incompatible with the new 
awareness of the role our culture and preconceptions play in how we interpret. 
Therefore, commentators like Kimball suggest we follow the example of ‘midrash’ – 
that we struggle with the scriptures, allow questions to be asked, present numerous 
possible interpretations.99 
 
Liberal Issues: 
 Some liberals have held the assumption that if you can explain something you have 
accounted for it, and no longer need to take it seriously. Rational thought however, no 
longer has pride of place in postmodern thinking. Postmodern seekers are less 
interested in whether the events recorded in the Bible actually happened, if they are 
scientifically credible, or if Jesus really said what is attributed to him. The burning 
questions are now “What does it mean?” “Why is it there?” 
 A critique or an apologetic based on science, historicity or logic is becoming less and 
less relevant. The concern will increasingly be to allow the Bible to be free to be 
itself, no longer subordinated to external modern conceptions of what constitutes valid 
truth. 
 
 
 Lastly, we all need to move away from our vicious Bible-wars, and allow scripture 
once again to become a liberating thing of beauty. 
 
  “Like many good things, Scripture is prone to abuse… It is often used as a 
 blunt instrument with which to convince people of their sins, or as a talisman 
 of wisdom which protects against unknown dangers. Somewhere along the 
 way something has gone seriously wrong. Somehow the love, grace and 
 passion of Christ is not being recreated by our reading of the Bible. If we are 
 to rediscover the heart of mission, Scripture must be rediscovered in a life-
 giving way.”100 
 
 In summary, individual postmodern Christians will continue to give the Bible 
differing levels of authority in their life, as do modern Christians. But, more 
importantly, it seems to me that a postmodern approach to interpreting the Bible will 
be marked by: a freedom to question; an openness to and expectation of multiple 
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interpretations of each text; an intensely self-critical stance, seeking to be aware of 
our own cultural pre-conditioning and biases; an emphasis on reading verses in the 
context of the book in which they were written and the Bible as a whole; a shift from 
‘accuracy’ to ‘meaning’; a shift from being a collection of rigid external rules to a 
source of attitudes to be internalised; a desire to allow the Bible to be itself, free from 
external arbiters of what constitutes valid ways of being ‘true’ – such as logic, 
rationality, historical accuracy, scientific credibility etc… 
 
 
C) Preacher as Story-teller, Worship leader as Curator. 
 
 How would that attitude to the Bible impact on how we preach to postmoderns? 
 
 Firstly, I believe that having a sermon every time we ‘do’ church will no longer be a 
given. I have attended three churches I would regard as having postmodern tendencies 
in Dunedin in the last year and a half, what follows are descriptions of them. 
 
1) Student.Soul – Presbyterian.101 
 This is NZ’s first on-campus church, catering almost exclusively for students. They 
would have 80-120 in attendance on an average Sunday night. Sometimes they have 
what could be classified as a ‘sermon’, but often they have more interactive 
discussions. These give opportunities to interact with the speaker, plenty of questions, 
breaking into small groups to discuss further. Plenty of chances are given to exercise 
their intellects. 
 They often also have interactive drawing therapy-based teaching. A Bible narrative 
will be read with paper and crayons handed round. People are then asked to draw the 
story they heard, include words and symbols, express how you were impacted 
emotionally, perhaps draw in where you see God in the story, usually place yourself 
in the picture, how are you relating to what is going on? 
 I see this as an incredibly successful stage 3 to stage 4 transitional church. The 
university years are when many Christians first engage their critical faculties to their 
faith, start questioning their previous assumptions. At Student.Soul they are 
encouraged to do that in church, in a supportive charismatic/evangelical leaning 
environment. 
 
2) Out of Bounds – North East Valley Baptist. 
 This is the evening program put on in a small, community Baptist church, and seems 
to me to be a stage 4 to stage 5 transitional church. It combines a good mixture of the 
intellectual and the mystical. 
- One Sunday a month they have a reflective, Celtic-style service. This usually 
involves a lot of imagery and art, music, a responsive liturgy, and some form of 
responsive action (often communion). There is no sermon but all the other elements 
are unified to promote reflection on one issue.102 
- Another Sunday they watch a film together and discuss its spiritual or social 
significance. 
- The third Sunday a speaker comes in to present a topic. He/she will speak for about 
15 minutes, and this will be followed by 20-30 minutes of discussion and questions. 
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- The fourth Sunday they set aside for spiritually-oriented poetry and live music. 
 
3) Vigil – All Saint’s Anglican. 
 This seems quite purely stage 5. All the services follow the same pattern of a 
responsive liturgy combining prayers, readings, song and a large amount of popular 
music, culminating in some responsive prayer-action. This can involve writing 
something, burning something, lighting a candle etc… 
 Again, all the elements are woven together into a coherent theme. There is quite deep 
and solid input through the liturgy and music, but the attenders are left to make the 
connections themselves and to come to their own conclusions. There is no sermon or 
homily. 
 
 
 So, it seems that in the postmodern world there is freedom to have a sermon or not, as 
the church wishes. The lack of a sermon does NOT mean a lack of Bible teaching 
though, it is just expressed through other means. This requires great creativity and 
imagination as well as an extensive knowledge of biblical imagery, sacramental 
theology, and wider Christian worship traditions. 
 This framework lead Cathy Kirkpatrick et. al. in Auckland to develop the model of 
worship leader as curator of an art gallery. 
 
  “What would happen to the worship I prepared if I looked at it differently? 
 What if I saw the task not as a mechanical, logical, modernist one of putting 
 stuff in the right order so that it ‘progressed’ through a form to give a 
 predetermined message with an anticipated outcome, but instead saw myself 
 more like a curator of an art gallery?... A maker of a context for worship 
 rather than a presenter of content. A provider of a frame inside which the 
 elements are arranged and rearranged to convey a particular message for a 
 particular purpose. A message that may or may not be overtly obvious, may or 
 may not be similar to the message perceived by another worshipper.”103 
 
 
 The younger generation are getting more interactive. For this reason we see 
interactive TV on our screens such as Big Brother or Dancing With the Stars, where 
we get to input and influence the direction of the program. Stations need to do this to 
lure children away from their computers and Xboxes – they find the interaction of 
games much more appealing than the passivity of watching TV. 
 This interactive nature has been a large part of all the reflective sermon-less services 
I have attended.104 
 
 But, postmodern seekers are still open to having sermons preached to them. What 
kind of sermon would reach them most effectively? 
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 Webber thinks we need to… 
 
  “Move away from ‘truth-oriented posturing of the older religious 
 conservatism… This has resulted in an epistemological shift from the reason-
 based theology of the fundamentalists to a more experience-based faith, 
 grounded in the whole person, in both body and mind.’”105 
 
The charismatic movement has perhaps already done some of this among the 
conservative churches in NZ? 
 City Side Baptist in Auckland still has preaching as a regular part of their church 
experience, and McLaren and Kimball both model churches reaching out to 
postmoderns where a sermon is preached every Sunday (though McLaren’s church 
also offers alternative non-preaching services). Interestingly, they both mention that 
their sermons are placed near the beginning of the service, with a long time of 
worship following as a response to God. 
 In an interview with the journal Preaching, McLaren gives us some pointers from his 
experience of preaching to postmoderns, pointers that relate strongly to what has been 
described above. 
 
A) Narrative: 
  “One thing I started realising is that if we understand truth to be always 
 human and contextual, then the way I quote the Bible changes… it is an 
 awareness that the whole New Testament is contextual and the Old Testament 
 – every statement takes place in a story. So trying to reroute the statements in 
 a story moves us away from proof-texting. It moves us back into always 
 giving the narrative framework”106 
 
B) Preacher as fellow pilgrim: 
  “Take the posture not of the expert, but of the lead scout in an expedition. So 
 it’s not like I’ve been there and I have it all figured out and I am bringing it 
 back to other people telling them what’s out there. But we are all on a journey 
 together.”107 
 
C) Preaching as conversation: 
  “I think modern preaching is analytical and I define analysis as taking a whole 
 and breaking it down into its parts, or taking an effect and breaking it down 
 into its causes… Conversations don’t work that way. Conversations take 
 interesting little dog legs – the question gets raised, you go off on a little 
 tangent, then you go off on the main point. I’ve found the more my preaching 
 mirrors the flow of a conversation, the more people connect with it.”108 
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D) From “Service” to “Gathering”. 
 
  The focus of coming together on a Sunday (or whatever day of the week the group 
chooses) will shift from a “service” mentality – where spiritual ‘goods’ such as a 
sermon, music etc are served for the congregation’s ‘consumption’ – to a “gathering” 
mentality – where a diverse group of people come together to worship and learn about 
God; this may include a sermon, music etc... This attitude is much more participatory 
and interactive in nature; it is also very experientially oriented. 
 
  “There is an aspect of the church’s raison d’etre that Paul hints at in 1 
 Corinthians 14:22-25 and which the alternative-worship movement has 
 realised that we need to pay close and careful attention to at this point. It is 
 that when believers are gathered together, there is the very real possibility of 
 encountering the mystery at the heart of the universe, God himself. And that if 
 such an encounter doesn’t take place, we’ve missed something vital.”109 
 
 This is very similar to the charismatic emphasis, but has some major differences. The 
experiential element of charismatic services is usually found in a large corporate 
context, with lots of noise and emotional fervour. In a postmodern-seeker context, it 
will be more likely experienced in smaller gatherings, through internal personal 
reflection or meditation as well as full-bodied worship.110 
 This leads on to the next point. 
 
 
E) An Ancient-Future Faith. 
 
 Sweet uses the term “AncientFuture” faith, Kimball calls it “Vintage” faith. Webber 
comments, 
 
  “I find three trends in the worship of the younger evangelical. They are (1) a 
 reaction to entertainment worship, (2) a longing for an experience of God’s 
 presence, and (3) a restoration of liturgical elements of worship.”111 
 
 I first noticed this trend towards the liturgical and creedal recorded by Tomlinson in 
The Post-Evangelical in 1995. It reflected my own deep yearnings for more ancient 
and reverent forms of worship, which for someone from a charismatic background 
seemed slightly deviant! 
 In an era of fast-food and computer simulations, our young people are growing up 
with a craving for something authentic, something weighty, something mysterious. 
The older the better! But still, this culture is moving from solid to fluid, so we need to 
be fluid and flexible with our use of ancient liturgies and traditions. There cannot be 
one way of doing things, we need to mix and match, create new connections, 
juxtapose the old with the new. 
 As well as utilising the diverse and ancient traditions of the Church universal, 
technology and popular culture are also important elements. 
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110 I have however been critiqued that this prediction is influenced by my personality as an introvert. 
How would extroverts relate to this? What would they prefer? Feedback is welcome on this point! 
111 Webber p.188 



 
  “A postmodern Incarnational church gladly uses all the technological 
 advances of culture to help it witness more effectively to a technological 
 world. The only authentic inculturation is ‘inculturation from below,’ in which 
 ‘below’ includes whatever is on the streets, from the poor and oppressed to 
 popular culture… 
  “Postmodern spirituality, as well as intellectual and artistic endeavours, must 
 come to terms with popular culture. To a culture where “any place can be a 
 church, any song a prayer, and any person a priest” (as one Gen Xer put it), 
 popular culture becomes even more important as spirituality is self-
 assembled.”112 
 
  
F) Sacred Space. 
 
 For similar reasons to those listed above, old buildings that were once regarded as a 
mill-stone to parishes are now a gold-mine for these new, emerging churches. As 
attending a Christmas service becomes more popular for our non-churched 
compatriots, they are being drawn to the old Gothic-style buildings, not the modern 
‘warehouse’ churches. 
 But again, we need flexibility to use these spaces. Churches are being darkened, 
candles are being lit, pews are being pushed back and people are sitting in circles on 
the floor, stained-glass windows are being brought back into churches that have 
previously rejected them via data-projector. 
 A sense of the holy and the sacred, an air of awe and reverence; this can be 
encouraged greatly by the spaces we meet in, and will be of extreme value in future 
mission. 
 
 
G) Multi-Sensory Worship. 
 
  “God created us as multi-sensory creatures and chose to reveal himself to us 
 through all our senses. Therefore it’s only natural that we worship him using 
 all our senses."113 
 
 This has already been hinted at with the use of candles, art, video-clips, drawing, 
sitting on the floor, meditating on music rather than just singing it all the time, 
responsive liturgies and responsive prayer-actions. We can add to this such things as 
the use of incense, handing around musical instruments such as drums, foot-washing, 
the smell of bread baking in bread makers and the regular use of communion.114 

                                                
112 Sweet Aqua Church p.80 
113 Kimball p.128 
114 Attempts to add multi-sensory elements to worship can range from the simple (e.g. doing 
communion with a real loaf and a real cup of wine) to the extravagant (e.g. when I was doing part of 
my undergrad at Carey Baptist, Mark Pierson came in to do a chapel on the desert places of the faith. 
To enhance this experience, he covered the floor of the chapel with plastic and brought in a truck-load 
of sand – thus we were all sitting on the sand listening to wind blowing through the sound system 
giving an added dimension to the words). In my own church various things have been tried: for a while 
we had a rough-hewn cross with protruding nails in the auditorium, one service we were asked to write 
things on a piece of paper which we wished to hand over to God, and we were then invited forward to 



 Communion is incredibly valuable as a multi-sensory, participatory, mysterious, 
ancient way of approaching our Lord Jesus Christ.115 Some communion traditions 
however, can be counter-productive… 
 
 
H) Belonging Before Believing. 
 
 There is a strong appreciation for the spiritual ‘journey’ among postmoderns, 
conversion is a process possibly taking years. Hence the slogan “belonging before 
believing” which is popping up in more and more places. 
 We need to make space for non-believers in our communities, give them space to 
come along and check things out, but also feel like they genuinely belong to the 
group, before they make a confession of faith. With that in mind I wish to highlight 
two communion practices which I believe to be quite unhelpful. 
 
 The first is sometimes found in more liberal or traditional churches, this is the 
theology that excludes all non-baptised from receiving communion.116 The second is 
found in more fundamentalist or charismatic churches, that is the theology of barring 
certain categories of sinner from the Lord’s table – most notably homosexuals. 
 Both these practices are obviously very exclusive and create classes of “insiders” and 
“outsiders”, a practice I see as being highly distasteful to postmodern seekers. There 
are numerous frameworks for understanding communion, I would propose a useful 
model as seeing it as table fellowship with our Lord. In his time on this earth he ate 
with many different people: those inside his group, and those outside; sinners and 
Pharisees; rich and poor. It was those he preached against, the Pharisees, who sought 
to restrict with whom he shared table fellowship. 
 Opening communion to those outside our faith communities is a way of introducing 
people to Jesus, letting them literally taste fellowship with our Lord. It is a very 
powerful evangelistic tool. 
 
 Postmodern ‘gatherings’ will most likely be small and diverse with a strong sense of 
belonging and inclusion. 
 
  “New research carried out by Peter Brierley for the Arch Bishop of 
 Canterbury’s Springboard initiative found that large churches are declining 
 faster than small ones…  ‘More than 70% of churches with at least 200 

                                                                                                                                       
stick the paper on the nails; at one time the church had a rope, every year at a special service any 
newcomers were invited to come forward and tie a brightly-coloured piece of string to the rope, 
symbolizing their being bound into this community; recently, the current minister recently preached a 
sermon on the woman suffering from bleeding who touched Jesus’ cloak and was healed, this was 
followed by communion being served off a cloak which people could hold while offering up prayers 
for healing or release. The Kiwi book The Prodigal Project by C Kirkpatrick, M Pierson and M Riddell 
is a good source of inspiration. 
115 “Well, I have to say that the only Christian community I could belong with even temporarily is one 
in which the Eucharist was central.  I do not mean its forms and liturgies, but the transcendent gift of 
it.” Ross Miller, email July 18th 2005. 
116 I have noticed that this theology is very strong in US churches, and to be fair, Kimball in his 
attempts to reach postmoderns out of a very conservative church framework continues to follow that 
practice. In a much more egalitarian NZ I find it impossible to imagine that it would be acceptable 
here. Catholic exclusivity however does seem to be reasonably tolerated, though more and more priests 
are ignoring official doctrine in this area and opening up the mass to outsiders. 



 worshippers show decline, while almost 60% of churches with fewer than 10 
 worshippers show growth… Smaller gatherings are generally less formal than 
 big meetings and thus more able to offer three characteristics that Mark 
 Ireland suggests are the key to attracting and keeping people: ‘A warm and 
 welcoming environment perhaps with a meal, so that belonging can come 
 before believing; high quality biblical teaching with a well though out and 
 balanced syllabus; and small group discussion with sensitive leadership, 
 enabling people to feel secure enough to ask anything at all.’”117 
 
  Other interesting facts from this survey: Only 1 in 5 mono-ethnic churches are 
growing while nearly 1 in 3 multi-ethnic churches are growing; 2 out of 10 churches 
without a youth service are growing, while 4 out of 10 with a youth service are 
growing. A diversity of age and culture also seems helpful for our changing society. 
 
 
I) A Generous Orthodoxy. 
 
 To reach postmoderns, we will need to be willing to break free of past restrictive and 
proscriptive theological systems. We need to re-contextualise for a new generation. 
 
  “Theology is never done in abstraction, but always in the context of a 
 historical situation. In the present cultural circumstance, we do well to 
 remember that when we allow the concerns of one context to become 
 determinative for later situations, that is itself idolatry, and invariably leads to 
 the spiritual stagnation of a faith that is meant to be living and dynamic.”118 
 
 We will also need to be flexible, mix and match, offer people options for belief not 
just impose a ready-made system of belief. 
 
  “We need to take seriously Brueggemann’s idea of ‘funding the postmodern 
 imagination’. He says that when we offer a full alternative world to people, we 
 are acting in the imperialistic style which postmodern people are actually 
 rejecting. Rather than offering truth in the form of a dogmatic grand scheme, 
 we must offer ‘a lot of little pieces out of which people can put life together in 
 fresh configurations.’”119 
 
 Our new ‘orthodox’ theology will need to be humble, aware that God’s ways are 
higher than our ways, and that God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts. It will 
also need to be conversational, open to learning from other’s experience, never 
arrogantly assuming to give the last word on a topic. It cannot follow either the 
modernist evangelical or the modernist liberal roads, but will need to forge a new 
path. 
 
  “This generous orthodoxy does not mean a simple merging, mixing, 
 conflating, or reconciling of the two schools of thought, though. Rather it 
 disagrees with both regarding the “view of certainty and knowledge which 
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 liberals and evangelicals hold in common,” a view Grenz describes as 
 “produced… by modernist assumptions.””120 
 
 It will be open and willing to take truth wherever it finds it, whatever the tradition or 
label.121 
 
 
J) From a “Right” to “Good” Gospel. 
 
 The modernist preoccupation was for being right, for establishing objective truth; 
most of our Christian rhetoric, apologetics and involvement in society still rest on that 
basis. As described ad nauseum, postmodern seekers are suspicious of this very 
foundation – objective truth claims. We live in a world where so many different 
philosophies are claiming to be true and right that the emerging generation are now 
more concerned with what is good. 
 
 Christianity is viewed by many postmodern spiritual searchers today as being 
essentially wicked. We are the bad guys! Take the recent decriminalisation of 
prostitution as an example.  
 Some politicians looked at the current state of prostitution in NZ and saw that it was 
bad, many people were being exploited and hurt. So, they tried to rectify the situation 
and proposed that parliament decriminalise it. For good reason many Christians 
thought that this solution would in the end bring more harm than good, but they 
opposed it angrily and vocally, demonising the politicians who had initiated this 
change. They did not offer any alternative solutions, so to wider society it seemed that 
the church was just trying to further persecute what it regarded as a class of ‘sinners’ 
– a class of people who were already suffering greatly. 
 Thus, Christianity was again judged immoral, inhuman and evil. 
 
 The gospel we present must be good and beautiful, expressing God’s concern with 
people and their sufferings. We must not by some perverse twist of fate become like 
the angry, self-righteous Pharisees that Jesus preached against. Our gospel must be 
human. 
 
  “In keeping with the example of Jesus himself, the church’s primary concern 
 must always be for people, and effective mission cannot be restricted to 
 cognitive discussions, but must enable people to find their souls and empower 
 them to be all that God intends for them, as those who are made ‘in God’s 
 image’ (Gen 1:27-28). When the church neglects these human dimensions of 
 the gospel, its own spiritual power is diminished, and its right to say anything 
 at all to the wider culture is seriously compromised.”122 
 
 A gospel for a postmodern world will need to be more rooted in Jesus, and less 
rooted in modernist readings of Paul. More Christ-like, less Pharisee-like! It must 
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121 “As Mark Driscoll has said, “I want to prepare like an evangelical; preach like a Pentecostal; pray 
like a mystic; do the spiritual disciplines like a Desert Father; art like a Catholic; and social justice like 
a liberal.”” Frost & Hirsch The Shaping of things to Come p.27 
122 Drane p.18 



embrace and challenge at the same time, not challenge through exclusion and 
condemnation.  
 Proclaiming that we have all the answers without listening to anyone’s questions, and 
that all people need to do is accept our answers and their problems will go away is a) 
very condemning of and isolating from wider society, and b) not true to life. God’s 
creation is diverse and surprising, constantly in a state of change. 
 
  “A theology that comes pre-packaged, and in which there are no loose ends, is 
 not true to life nor can it adequately reflect the richness of the gospel… Life is 
 messy as increasing numbers of postmodern people are discovering for 
 themselves… Any kind of meaningful spirituality needs to take account of 
 that, which means that Christians will fulfil their calling by guarding the 
 integrity of the right questions, rather than handing out slick answers.”123 
 
 A postmodern gospel will be ‘good’, honest and question-based not inflexible, 
proscriptive and answer-based. 
 
 
K) Towards an Incarnational Community. 
 
  “For us the Incarnation is an absolutely fundamental doctrine, not just as an 
 irreducible part of the Christian confession, but also as a theological prism 
 through which we view our entire missional task in the world. So when we 
 talk of Incarnational mission, we hope to, in some real way, directly draw 
 inspiration and motivation from that unique act whereby God entered our 
 world and into the human condition in the person of Jesus Christ.”124 
 
 A postmodern church will be focused on making disciples, postmodern-searcher 
Christians desire to emulate Christ in all their life.125 If the Christian gospel is indeed 
good news, then it must tangibly result in something good. As postmodernity is in 
part a reaction against individualism, this ‘good’ must be more than just an internal 
blessing for the individual believer, but must have a wider impact on society and 
those around them. The Incarnation! Being Christ in the world.126 
 Because of a desire for a faith that actually brings good into the world, postmodern 
Christians will desire more to be fully engaged rather than separated from the world 
(as was the norm in my youth). How can Christians be of benefit to the world if they 
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125 “The ecclesiological import of such questions deepens when the churches are understood as the 
instruments of a missio Dei concerned with the fulfillment of God’s purposes for life on earth. To the 
extent that the church is mission, and to the extent that one holds an eschatology that takes the moral 
content of history seriously, then the church is called to embody, not just offer opinions about, the 
justice and peace that are requisite to that divine-human fulfillment.” Lewis Mudge The Church as 
Moral Community, p.23 
126 “In a morally chaotic world, Christians need – somehow – to be different… Conservatives and 
liberals – in accord on little else – tend now to agree that Western societies no longer represent (if they 
ever did) coherent orderings of life compatible as a whole with the Christian faith. Despite welcome 
progress on many fronts – human rights and their implications, for example – these societies today 
seem devoted mainly to the pursuit of wealth and power for the few and media manipulation for the 
many. If churches are to play any worthwhile role in such a world they must first reclaim their calling 
to be distinctive, morally formative, communities.” ibid, p.1 



do not know what the issues and aspirations of the world are? How could they 
communicate this good gospel if they cannot speak the language of the world?127 
 There is a shift from reason and argument to action, to a radical community life 
living out gospel values. 
 
  “The modern distortion of this focus has now been exposed and rejected as an 
 aberration shaped by the secular notion that truth can be determined by reason 
 outside of the Christian community. The future of evangelicalism lies in the 
 rejection of this modernist notion and in the affirmation of the historic 
 tradition that truth is embodied in the incarnate Christ, revealed in the 
 narrative of Israel and Jesus, interpreted in the writings of scripture, and 
 embodied and handed down in the local church as a living experience of truth 
 in a particular time in history, in a particular geographical place, and, might 
 we even say, “in a particular person.””128 
 
 
L) Lefty-Liberal Greenies??? 
 
  “Western Christianity, as viewed from those outside of the culture, is a Trojan 
 horse; occupied by a host of values which have much to do with cultural 
 perspectives and little to do with Jesus of Nazareth…The core beliefs 
 promoted by the church closely resemble the values of the liberal Western 
 middle class… There is a concurrency of lifestyle among Western Christians 
 which reinforces central middle-class aspirations, such as consumerism, 
 individualism, careerism and security. The result is a deeply syncretistic 
 amalgam of Christian language with a strong cultural perspective.”129 
 
 How is this Incarnational community lived out? What does it look like in practice? I 
believe that postmodern spiritual searchers have great respect for those who reject 
materialism, consumerism, exploitative capitalism and lifestyles which are destructive 
of God’s good creation and fellow human beings. These emerging churches will 
critique the society around them in the areas of politics and economics.130 
 Traditionally liberals have a better track record in these areas than their evangelical 
brothers and sisters.131 
                                                
127 “Because religious movements attempt to provide ultimate meaning for human experience, they are 
in serious trouble when they become alienated from that experience… non-participation in the parent 
culture of a society quickly begins to warp perception, and limits the ability of the separated group to 
speak with any insight. The pressing difficulty for the communication of faith in present times is the 
lack of common ground with the intended audience.” Riddell Threshold of the Future p.9 
128 Webber p.105 
129 Riddell p.59 
130 “A Christianity which refuses to have anything to do with political or economic questions, or does 
nothing to question the generally accepted way of life around it, can make no holy protest. By its 
inactivity and silence it gives an unholy consent to the worldly status quo. Its very otherworldliness 
lends support to the sinful world by letting it go unchallenged.” Shirley C. Guthrie Christian Doctrine: 
Teachings of the Christian Church p.340 
131 Though Rick Warren sees this trend changing. “The fundamentalist and evangelical movement said 
they were just going to care about personal salvation when they split from the mainline churches. What 
happened is the mainline churches cared about the social morality and the evangelicals cared about 
personal morality. That's what happened when they split. But they really are all part of the total gospel 
– social justice, personal morality and salvation. And today a lot more people, evangelicals, are caring 
about those issues.” http://pewforum.org/events/index.php?EventID=80 accessed August 2005. 



 
 With a distaste of objectivity and exclusive claims to truth, I see black-and-white 
categories diminishing and more grey areas arising in the minds of postmoderns. 
‘Emergent’ Christians will (hopefully) be less easily swayed by sound-bytes and 
simple slogans, to convince them we will be required to present a deeper analysis of 
the facts. 
 
 Systems thinking seems to be growing and being applied to all areas of life. 
 
  “Let’s say we’ve got a black teenager in the inner city who just stole the purse 
 of a white secretary to get money for his drug habit. That’s definitely a sin 
 right? OK. A new kind of Christian will agree, but he won’t stop there. He’ll 
 also want to look at the ways that the woman who is victimized by his crime 
 actually contributes to the system that produces desperate teenage drug 
 addicts. It’s a systems thing.”132 
 
 
M) Non-Individualistic Salvation… 
 
 With their concern for Incarnation and the environment, postmoderns will be more 
likely to read and interpret the Bible with a more holistic mindset. This has major 
implications for understanding eschatology and the atonement. 
 
  “Don’t you think God is concerned about saving the whole world? I often 
 think we are more Platonic than Christian, and here’s a case in point. We think 
 that all God really wants to save is “souls.” But to me, the biblical vision is 
 never a disembodied soul floating in or out of space. No, it’s the redemption of 
 the world, the stars, the animals, the plants, the whole show.”133 
 
 The evangelical church has focused on the eternal dimension of salvation, the 
concern for getting souls into heaven. The liberal church in contrast has tended to 
focus on the historical aspect of salvation, saving the planet and saving our brothers 
and sisters living in a temporal hell now. I see the postmodern church continuing the 
trend towards bringing those two biblical teachings back together. 
 
 Past evangelical patterns in evangelistic preaching have tended, in the eyes of 
postmodern searchers, to the individualistic and the selfish. We seem to have focused 
more on convincing people they need to be saved from hell than saved from sin. Thus, 
salvation can be viewed as gaining a privilege that they now have but others do not. 
This provides little incentive to live a good gospel life, a life of Incarnational 
discipleship. Is this why there is often little difference between Christians and their 
un-churched neighbours in their attitudes to materialism and personal sacrifice? 
 
  “A good hearted person might respond, “I love my neighbours, and if you’re 
 offering me something my neighbours can’t have, then I don’t want it.” 
 However, if it were put in the service context, so that we are chosen by God 
 not for privilege but for service, the reverse would be true: “I love my 
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 neighbours, and if receiving God’s salvation will help me help them, then I 
 want it!”134 
 
 
N) God Uncensored! 

 
 But before we can present postmodern seekers with this beautiful, global, holistic, 
service-centred understanding of salvation, how do we stimulate their interest in 
Christianity? How do we get past their barriers that see Christianity as evil and 
unspiritual? 
 
  “A naive mind [stage3] thinks that life is a problem to be solved with easy 
 answers. The disillusioned mind [stage 4], tired of easy answers, thinks life is 
 a paradox to be accepted with willpower (or negatively, with resignation). The 
 seeking mind [stage 5] thinks that behind the superficial problems and  
 apparent paradoxes, life is at heart a mystery to be explored, using faith. In the 
 twenty-first century the new church will feed the seeking mind with the 
 savoury mysteries of Creation, Incarnation, Trinity, Atonement, 
 transformation and unity.”135 (italics mine) 
 
 Focus on the mysteries – and allow them to remain mysteries! God uncensored… 
Resist the urge to explain everything logically! And, of course, remain conversational, 
engage with them honestly, do not try to impose a pre-packaged system of thought. 
The language of journey is most helpful here. Go into these conversations expecting 
that God has already been active in their lives, leading them on in their journey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
134 ibid, p.83 
135 McLaren The Church on the Other Side p.79 



CONCLUSION 
 
 
 Frost and Hirsch sum up much of what has been discussed in this quote from the 
book Love and Liberty: Faith and Unity in a Postmodern Age. 
 
  “Bishop Gladwin, expressed in his book on the postmodern church, believes 
 that the emerging church will have these four features in common: 
 
 1. focus on the journey of faith and the experience of God; 
 2. desire for less structure and more direct involvement by participants; 
 3. sense of flexibility in order and a distinctly non-hierarchical culture; 
 4. recognition that the experience of church is about the sustaining of 
 discipleship.”136 
 
 The church in NZ is in a bad way, the decline in church attendance is set to continue 
at a dramatic rate for the next twenty years as the over-65’s who take up most of our 
pews gradually die off. I firmly believe that recontextualising both 1) how we think of 
church, and 2) the gospel that the church proclaims to the needs of the postmodern 
generation as tentatively described in this synthesis, is desperately needed for the 
future of the church in NZ and the West. 
 For the fastest and most intentional change, I would advocate the planting of new, 
postmodern faith communities. However, starting new services and adding 
postmodern-friendly elements to our pre-existing Sunday services, would also be of 
great benefit. 
 I hope I have managed to convey my impression that these postmodern churches will 
follow the lead of neither the evangelical wing of the church nor the liberal wing; 
rather, they will build from the traditions of both to go in a new direction. This 
provides a great challenge, but also a great opportunity to the Church as a whole. I 
pray that there will be some individuals and parishes willing to take up this challenge, 
and extend the mission of the Church to this growing sector of our nation. 
 
 May God bless us all. Amen. 
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Appendix 1 - History Never 
Repeats? 

 
 
 
 The following is taken from Brian McLarens’ book A New Kind of Christian where 
he lists the factors that contributed to the Enlightenment, the birth of Modernism and 
the Protestant Reformation. He then compares it to the situation in the West today, 
showing that the same factors are at play creating a possible context for a similarly 
major worldview change. 
 The dates are approximate as new discoveries often take a long time to influence 
wider society. 
 
 
1. New communication technology, with profound effects on how people learn, 

think and live. 
 

1500 – The printing press revolutionises human culture. 
2000 – Computer and the internet build on radio and TV to revolutionise human 

culture. 
 
 
2. New scientific worldview, with staggering implications for humanity. 
 

1500 – Copernicus asserts that the earth is not the centre of the universe, toppling  
the medieval model of the universe. 

2000 – Post-Einsteinian theories of relativity, quantum mechanics, indeterminacy, 
and the expanding universe unsettle the stable, mechanistic worldview of modern 
science; psychology, psychiatry, neuropsychology, and psychopharmacology create 
new ways of seeing ourselves and new crises in epistemology (way of knowing). 
 
 
3. A new intellectual elite emerges, challenging church authority and introducing a 

new epistemology. 
 

1500 – Galileo, Newton, Bacon and others give birth to modern science. 
2000 – Postmodern philosophy challenges all existing elites and deconstructs 
existing epistemologies. 

 
 
4. New transportation technologies increase the interaction of world cultures around 

the globe, making the world seem smaller. 
 

1500 – The development of the caravel (sailing ship) for long voyages makes  
possible the explorations of the late 13th to 16th centuries. 

2000 – The development of air travel leads to the trivialising of national borders  
and intensifies the interaction of world cultures. 
 



 
 
5. Decay of an old economic system and rise of a new one. 

 
 1500 – Market capitalism replaces feudalism 
 2000 – The global economy transforms both communism and capitalism, and 
the development of e-commerce suggests further market revolution. 

 
 
6. New military technology. 

 
 1500 – Development of modern guns leads to the development of the modern  

infantry and the modern nation state. 
 2000 – Air warfare and nuclear weapons change the face of warfare, and the 
new threats of terrorism (especially chemical and biological), power-grid sabotage, 
and cybercrime begin to revolutionise the role of governments in keeping the peace. 

 
 
7. New attack on dominant authorities, with defensive reaction. 

 
 1500 – Protestant Reformation denies the authority of the Roman Catholic 
Church; Catholic Reformation develops in response. 
 2000 – Secularism, urbanism and materialism contribute to the decline of 
institutional religion worldwide; fundamentalist movements arise in reaction.137 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
137 B. McLaren A New Kind of Christian pp.29-31 



Appendix 2 - An Exegesis of a 
Reflective Service 

 
 
 
 
 In my 1 ¼ years in Dunedin I have attended around 15 different churches. I have 
however kept returning regularly to the monthly NEV Baptist evening reflective 
services (now called “Out of Bounds”), even getting the chance to lead one at the end 
of 2004. This is the service I have chosen to exegete, loosely using Grierson’s 
categories from Transforming a People of God. 
 
 
Time: 
 
 Reading Grierson on time and space, the community that meets each month for this 
service seem to dwell most in “past time present.” By this I mean that they spend a lot 
of time remembering. The stories and experiences of those who have gone before are 
usually at the centre of the service whether it be savouring a poem by JK Baxter, 
reflecting on the life of Mary the mother of Jesus, imitating ancient Celtic patterns of 
worship, or hearing readings from St Ignatius of Antioch. 
 Despite this valuing of the past, these stories are always brought back into the 
present, applied to the lives of the participants. Thus, the lives of these dead ’saints’ 
are re-told and made their own, woven into the lives of those present. 
 
 
Space: 
 
 Upon first arriving at this service one perceives a marked distinction between 
‘sacred/formal’ worship space and ‘sacred/casual’ fellowship space, with the circle 
dominating both. 
 The service begins by meeting in the foyer area in a circle where coffee and food are 
shared in an intimate setting. People are given a chance to introduce themselves or 
share from their week; this is often done by going round the circle. 
 Though seemingly quite casual it is also a sacred place as people sometimes share 
deep issues of the heart, and it seems to be done with a significant awareness of God’s 
presence. For many this has the effect of making them feel comfortable and relaxed, 
and quieting themselves for the worship of God. 
 After 15-20 mins of sharing in this context the worshippers move into the church 
sanctuary. This will have been significantly altered since the morning’s service with 
the chairs usually again arranged in a circle or semi-circle, and often with a central 
visual focal point (eg icon, Bible, cross, candles, communion elements, screen), or 
multiple installations placed around the outside of the circle of chairs. 
 Worshippers are usually invited to own and explore the space. Some opportunity will 
be given in the service to get up, move around and interact with the installations, by 
being invited to do some specific worship/prayer/action. 
 
 



Language: 
 
 An interesting use of language for this service is found in its name. In 2004 it was 
labelled a “Kiwi-Celtic” service, articulating an explicit desire to appropriate ancient 
ways of worship and make them relevant to our modern NZ context. In 2005 
however, the name was changed to “Sacred Space.” It was felt that what was being 
experimented with was transgressing the boundaries of what could authentically be 
termed ‘Celtic.’ I think this new name gives them freedom to explore new ways to 
worship God without feeling the need to be rooted in one tradition, and also highlights 
the significance given one hour each month by these people to their “sacred” space. 
 Mixes of traditional, biblical, modern and poetic titles are given to the three members 
of the Godhead in these services. The last one I attended on 17th April 2005 included 
such names as Comforter, Disturber, Interpreter, Enthuser, Heavenly Friend, 
Lamplighter, Choirmaster of Life etc… It also contained some elements of Latin 
(translated) which again indicates a deep reverence for ancient traditions and an 
attempt to give them meaning again in our lives today. 
 
 
Intimacy: 
 
 Intimacy is hard to develop as this service is only held once a month, and the 
worshippers are drawn from many other churches and denominations (eg Quaker, 
Presbyterian, Catholic) or even no other regular church involvement. 
 This impacts what Grierson terms ‘intimacy as closeness.’ Attenders may hardly 
remember each other’s names let alone know where they live or be available for 
support in times of crisis. The minister serves as the lynch-pin in holding most people 
together and knowing something of their life situations, but that must be hard with the 
frequent visitors this service attracts. 
 ‘Intimacy as depth’ is in contrast developed much more than in communities of 
worshippers. The nature of the service attracts those of a possibly more artistic bent, 
inclined to a sense of gravity and quiet. They tend to be deep, independent thinkers 
who appreciate a worship experience that revolves around images and not words, and 
which allows them to make their own connections. Thus, when sharing happens there 
is a notable freedom and depth of content. 
 Again, because of the nature of the service, ‘intimacy as commitment’ like ‘intimacy 
as closeness,’ is somewhat under-developed. This service is a gathering of scattered 
people, coming together once a month to bathe in the presence of their God in a 
unique way. Most come faithfully and many commit financially, but although sharing 
many similar views, there is no overt group commitment to any unifying cause or 
principle save that of pursuing a reflective path to God. 
 
 
Consensus: 
 
 ‘Consensus as nurture’ 
 – What is cherished/affirmed/included here? Openness, honesty, respect, tolerance, 
the holy, good tea and coffee, personal intellectual and spiritual development, 
working through issues together but making a final decision yourself, personal 
spiritual encounters, the arts, the senses. 



 - What is neglected/rejected/excluded here? The opposites of all the above as well as 
authoritarian forms of church where the congregation is instructed to believe what the 
minister tells them. 
- Who is addressed? The target audience for these services are those of a mystical 
bent with some Christian orientation who are open to other points of view, and who 
value the creative. Un-churched spiritual seekers would be welcome here and may be 
comfortable with the form, but possibly would not understand all the content. 
- Who is ignored? Dogmatic conservatives, materialistic liberals or ‘hyped-up’ 
Pentecostals are not catered for. To come to this service is to enter the world of 
mystical, open spirituality. Also, the content is explicitly and heavily Christian - there 
are no ‘seeker-service’ attempts to remove the religious jargon to attract non-
Christians. 
- The focus is? On personal spiritual development and exploring the divine. 
- Whose interests are most served? This is a style of service not widely offered in 
Dunedin. It gives those in this city of a mystical persuasion a once a month 
opportunity to explore God on these terms. 
 
 
Circumstance: 
 
 In Grierson’s schema, ‘circumstance’ has to do with the external, material situation 
of the congregation. This congregation would have no-one who is extremely poor nor 
extremely rich, but would have everything in-between from professional working 
couples to students, to ministers to beneficiaries. Most are highly educated however. 
 The focus of this service seems to be on the internal faith journey, and external 
factors such as finances would be addressed only in so far as they add another 
dimension to exploring the nature of God and the path to the divine. 
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Appendix 3 – The Emerging Church 
 
 
 
Retrieved from "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emerging_Church" 
 
 
The emerging church or emergent church is a diffuse movement which arose as a 
"conversation" (in emerging church terminology) in the late 20th century in Western 
Europe, North America, and the South Pacific. The emerging church is concerned 
with the deconstruction and reconstruction of Protestant Christianity in a postmodern 
cultural context. 
 

Historical context 

Over the 20th century practice within Western Christianity polarised between two 
main forms: Modernist Christianity (promoting rationalism, higher biblical criticism, 
and liberalism) and, in reaction, Fundamentalist Christianity (which affirmed 
traditional forms of belief). Liberal Christianity was a particular expression of the 
Modernist stance. 

Although definitions vary, and are even resisted, participants in the emerging church 
generally frame their views as originating in a Postmodern worldview. This is one 
geared both to postmodernity (the conditions and mindset of the late 20th and early 
21st century) and to postmodernism, a relativist philosophical stance that encourages 
deconstruction and reassembly of a believer's faith experience as a personally unique 
journey. 

In an alternative perspective, the Emerging Church may be seen as both a reaction to, 
and a continuation of the Saddleback/Willow Creek movement which achieved such 
great success in the 1990s using a "seeker-friendly" approach. Both models are 
marked by a willingness to retool the church experience as necessary to meet the goal 
of evangelism, but the resulting church experience can be quite different. The 
Saddleback/Willow Creek movement sought to forego the "irrelevant trappings" of 
the traditional church, such as stained glass and candles. The emerging church 
movement, however, tends to value these same symbols as sacred expressions of faith 
and creativity. The Saddleback movement is comfortable applying the tools of 
modern American marketing (focus groups, advertising, polling, etc.), to deliver a 
highly polished product to a typically baby boomer target demographic. The emerging 
church movement recognizes that their own target audience has been bombarded and 
over-saturated with advertising their entire lives and thus places a higher value on 
authentic personal interactions and the power of the timeless truths themselves. 

Structure and Commonality 

While there is no single co-ordinated organization behind the emerging church 
globally, and no guarantee that the Emerging Church will mature into a coherent 
movement at all, the term is becoming increasingly common currency among both 



leaders of Emerging Church groups and Emerging Church thinkers. Many of these 
leaders and thinkers have written books, articles and/or blogs on the subject. 

So far, Emerging Church groups have typically contained some or all of the following 
elements: 

• Highly creative approaches to worship and spiritual reflection, as compared to 
many American churches in recent years. This can involve everything from 
the use of contemporary music and films through to liturgy or other more 
ancient customs. The goal in this area is generally to make the church more 
attractive to the unchurched.  

• A minimalist and decentralized organizational structure.  
• A flexible approach to theology whereby individual differences in belief and 

morality are accepted within reason.  
• A holistic view of the role of the church in society. This can mean anything 

from greater emphasis on fellowship in the structure of the group to a higher 
degree of emphasis on social action, community building or Christian 
outreach.  

• A desire to reanalyze the Bible against the context with the goal of revealing a 
multiplicity of valid perspectives rather than a single valid interpretation  

• A continual re-examination of theology.  
• A high value placed on creating communities built out of the creativity of 

those who are a part of each local body.  

The Emerging Church movement is closely related to the House Church movement in 
that both of them are challenging traditional notions of how the Church should be 
organized. Not all House Churches are as influenced by Postmodern philosophy as the 
Emerging Church, but many Emerging Churches are also House Churches. 

Ecclesiology 

Because of the decentralized nature of emerging forms of church, as with many areas 
of doctrine, there is not a mutually agreed upon ecclesiology, or set of teachings 
regarding the role and nature of the church. The emerging church movement claims 
its role to be continuing the mission of Christ, but there is a deep level of respect and 
trust relating to different expressions that church as a body reflects in that mission. 

Pioneers in the Emerging Church movement 

The emerging church movement is highly decentralized, so in no sense does any 
person act as a spokesperson for the movement, however the following people are 
often recognized as important thinkers and pioneers: 

• Brian McLaren, founder of Cedar Ridge Community Church near 
Washington, D.C.  

• Doug Pagitt, founding pastor of Solomon's Porch in Minneapolis  
• Dan Kimball, founder of the Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, California  
• John O'Keefe, founder of ginkworld.net, "an emerging/postmodern site 

exploring what it means to be a follower of the Jesus in today's world"  



• Spencer Burke, former pastor, founder of The Ooze website, "dedicated to the 
emerging Church culture" and which has "developed a community that 
captures the ethos of the emerging Church movement"  
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