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In The Great Emergence, Phyllis Tickle proposes that the Church is in the midst of a time of great change, or ‘re-forming’, as it has done every 500 years or so (holding a ‘giant rummage sale’).  She examines the place of Christianity in the world at large and how it fits into the ‘large, sweeping scheme of history.’ 

From such a transition, from one time to the next, Tickle says that there are three consistent events:
· A new, more vital form of Christianity does emerge
· The dominant, organized expression of Christianity is reconstituted into a more pure expression of its former self, resulting in two new creatures where there had been one
· The incrustations of an over established Christianity have been broken open and faith has spread, dramatically into new geographic and demographic areas

Tickle then takes the reader through the history of the Church through the lens of these three events, reviewing what is kept and what is let go, the ensuing difficulties of such change, and the emerging practices and reconfigurations of such. She talks about the ‘Cable of Meaning’ (diagram 1) of religion—that it is not merely a personal entity, in a vacuum from the world at large, but also a social construct.  She describes this view of religion as a ‘Holy Tether’ or ‘Cable’, with spirituality, corporeality and morality braided together as the core, surrounded by a mesh sleeve that is our common imagination and then a waterproof covering which is the story of community. She does this to demonstrate that “God-given faith assumes group as well as individual shapes and functions…the bearer of meaning….its shape or role as a securing connection to  something larger…’ It is Tickle’s belief that within each new phase of the Christian story, a new tether is formed, strong and functional for that particular time, but after about 250 years or so its effectiveness is weakened.  Tears in the fabric begin to emerge and the unraveling begins as new ideas surface about what it means to be the Church in the world for that particular time.  And, she says, “There will be an adjusted, largely new, story and adjusted, largely new, imagination.”

There are two ‘overarching but complementary questions’ in looking at the Great Emergence, according to Tickle.  They are:
· What is human consciousness and/or the humanness of the human?
· What is the relation of all religions to one another, or, how can we live responsibly as devout and faithful adherents of one religion in a world of many religions?
Both must be answered before we can enter into any kind of post-Emergence stablitiy.

Tickle calls the 20th Century The Century of Great Emergence, with major factors being Albert Einstein, Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, looking for the real Jesus, Pentecostalism, the automobile, Karl Marx, spirituality, immigration, Buddhism, the drug culture, the erosion of Sola Scriptura, changes in morality, the structure of the family and technological advances.
Thus, says Tickle, we are in the midst of a Great Emergence or Transformation, which is a generalized social/political/economic/intellectual/cultural shift.  It is a movement within Christianity as well as in the larger context. Tickle proposes that the sketch of the Church drawn in the late 1960s, the quadrilateral (diagram 2), can now be described as a cruciform (diagram 3) with an gathering center. In the quadrilateral, Christianity is defined by four equal quadrants: Liturgicals, Social Justice Christians, Renewalists and Conservatives. Within this paradigm, various denominations could be placed in a particular quadrant.  Not so in today’s Church, Tickle proposes.  Denominations are now known for the way they incorporate more than one of these aspects in their practice of faith, and cannot be defined by only one, resulting in a great gathering in the center (diagram 4) where all Christianity overlaps or meets.

The common thread binding various expressions of Christianity together is that they are incarnational, just as Jesus was the incarnate God, we are to be incarnate disciples and our worship must be incarnational as well. 

There is, however, a backlash in this emerging incarnational model.  That is, that within the center, there will be new groups forming by way of reacting against the pull of the center.  Tickle calls this diagram The Rose (diagram 5).  She then expands the diagram yet one more time (diagram 6) to illustrate where groups of Christian thought may be found in relationship to the gathering circle: re-traditioning Christians, progressives, traditionalists, hyphenateds, etc.  This is her idea of where the Church is now.

But, what about the future?  For a time, Tickle says, perhaps a long time, there will be a great deal of blank space surrounding the gathering center (diagram 7).  Some parts of the church will go off into a corner to remove themselves from it.  There will be struggle over final authority, influence and power.  The battle ground she believes will be fought is one between Orthonomy (a kind of correct, harmoniousness or beauty) and Theonomy (only God can be the source of perfection in action and thought-diagram 8)), with the main point of the argument for Theonamy being sola scriptura.  

In closing, Tickle defines the Church not as an entity or thing, but as a network, ‘a system of relations… between innumerable member-parts that themselves form subsets or relations within smaller networks… in interlacing levels of complexity.’ She defines this Emerging Church as ‘a system of ecclesial authority that waits upon the Spirit and rests in the interlacing lives of Bible-listening, Bible-honoring believers.’ There will be emphasis on the ‘humanness of being in imago dei’ and that Christian theology will emerge ‘into something far more Jewish, more paradoxical, more narrative, and more mystical.’

What do we think?




Hope for the World: Mission in a Global Context
Walter Brueggemann, Editor
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In 2000, Columbia Theological Seminary held the first annual Campbell Seminar, inviting pastor-theologians from the United States, Canada, Cuba, South Africa and Hungary.  For eight weeks, the participants discussed the topic, ‘Mission as Hope in Action.’ Each presented a brief context paper, allowing the other participants to understand their particular perspective. Next they developed a consensus paper, reflecting their common convictions.  Lastly, each pastor wrote an in-depth piece around the main theses of the consensus paper.  All the papers, both the first and the second, are included in this volume, as well as the consensus paper.  

The papers are fascinating, eye-opening and spiritually challenging.  After reading this book, I am convinced that the ideas presented are a large part of the ‘gathering circle’ described by Tickle in The Great Emergence.  Here is a summary of the aforementioned consensus paper:

Christianity has entered a new phase.  Disestablishment is likely to continue.  Being a Christian person has become a matter of decision.  The Holy Spirit is the sign of life to be seen in the post-Christendom church.  Mission is no longer concerned with the Christianization of the world as a sign of our faithfulness.  We have had to ponder the violence that has often accompanied that particular mission paradigm, and it also only adds to further fragment our pluralistic world.  There is no easy way to move into the future church.  Christians must now be prepared to listen, to wait and to serve.  Christian stewardship of life through the pursuit of justice, peace and the well-being of creation will be the new ways and will win the gospel of Jesus Christ a hearing.

The spiritual condition of humankind is one of despair. The authenticity of the Church’s mission will depend on its sensitivity to the spiritual climate of the worldly situation.  Despair means the negation, diminution or dearth of hope.  There is clear distinction between hidden despair belonging to those who have and the open despair of those who do not.  

Christian hope is ‘Hope against Hope.’ God’s future breaks the patterns of cause and effect, not sight or inevitability or finality, but is new, and must become hope in action. We do not hope to perfect the world, but do hope to change it by participating actively in the divine labor of faithful love.  

Christian Mission is not Christian Mission, but God’s Mission (Missio Dei). Mission belongs to God, and the Church is but an imperfect witness to God’s reign, yet the Holy Spirit lets us know that we are not alone in this labor. As the church sheds some of its institutionality, koinonia will be recovered, where the companionable presence of many others will be recognized and appreciated.

Christian hope is hope in action.  These concrete actions will be a part of the fulfillment of this hope:
· Intentional Evangelical Emphases within the Churches (confess, profess, engage)
· Developing Prophetic Consciousness as the Church is liberated from the obligations of upholding and legitimating all the values of their host culture, they are liberated for a greater and more sensitive awareness of the world at large (with emphasis on the exclusionary side of global economics, especially in the U.S.)
· Broadening Theological Education through deepening the exposure of candidates for ministry to the worldwide character of the Christian movement today (to enrich faith experience)and to the faiths of other people by entering into dialogue (informed conversation and interaction)
· Toward a Truly Ecumenical Stewardship of Christian Resources, living into the whole Body of Christ, with each part contributing according to its ability and receiving according to its need, with great influence from the work and witness of Christians in Africa, Asia and Latin America
· The Abiding Question-Can the church be, or become, unfettered to face the present summons of the gospel, given its careless, long-standing enmeshment in the fearfulness and anxiety of the world? The ‘unfettering’ of the church begins at that point where human beings who feel themselves beckoned to Christianity—Christianity based on inheritance and convention—are over, that from now on all who follow this Way must be prepared to give a reason for the hope that is in them.

This concludes the summary of the consensus paper. 

In each of the in-depth pieces, responding to the thesis of Hope in Action as a response to our world of despair, each pastor-theologian confronts the obstacles to be found in the current world situation, and offers a proposal for confronting these challenges.  Emphases suggested include: turning to the resolve of the Holy Spirit, the unmaking of historical-deterministic hope, the Bible as scripted hope, giving voice to the many indigenous voices found in Asian Christianity, shaping the new church by being prophetic and inspiring hope, understanding the mission Dei through the lens of the Trinity, and confronting the idea of vocation as empire in the United States.

All agree that despair is our current condition, and that it is through God’s Mission, taken up by the Church, that God’s hope is offered to the world through action.  

Discussion Questions:

1) Do you believe that the Church is in the midst of a “great emergence”, or paradigm shift?
    If so, what signs do you see of this shift?
2) Where do you think this re-formation might take us?
3) What do you think the future of the Church will look like?
4) Will we have a common focus? (Global Mission, Holy Spirit, Justice?)
5) Where do we feel God leading us as a part of shaping the Church’s future?
