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There’s No Place Like Rome?

Understanding the Ancient-Future Faith Movement

Rumors are starting to circulate
that the emergent church movement
is running out of steam. After making
the biggest splash and the most
noise of anything in the Christian
community for many years, it
appears to be approaching ex-
haustion. Some such as Rob Bell
and Erwin McManus who are
clearly in the “emergent conversa-
tion” have denied their involvement.
And people seem a bit tired of
hearing about postmodernism, its re-
jection of universal truth, and its
promotion of relativism. These things
play out nicely in philosophy
class and college coffee shops,
but have serious limitations in
the real world.

But the emergent church has
not died; it is just morphing.
Emergent has largely been a
backlash against the seeker-sensitive
movement with its slick programs,
high-octane entertainment, and super-
ficial worship.

Where the seeker-sensitive move-
ment attempted to make the Church
look like the world, emergent youth
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want a sense of the sacred. Where the
seekers wanted to offer every-
thing the world offered in
purified form, the emergents
want experiences the world can-
not offer. Where the seekers
repudiated Church history and
behaved as if the Church had
been born yesterday, the emer-
gents want not only a link to the
past but a return to the past. These
elements have always been present
in emergent but are just now rising
to the top of the conversation. It is
not enough to complain about
the modern Church or to brush
aside all claims of truth as
relative. Roots of some kind
must anchor the movement if

it is to last. What gives this
conversation a point of refer-
ence and at the same time
(continues on page 11)
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held to a biblical standard. Hull’s new
discipleship content is a mixed bag of
mysticism and visionary hallucina-
tions. Hull is moving in the wrong
direction.

Going back to old errors is not
discipleship. It is not choosing life,
but confusion. It is amazing that the
emergent church leaders accuse con-
servative evangelicals of being out of
touch. One cannot be more out of
touch than when trying to revert to
pre-Reformation practices that
spawned error upon error. One is
much safer choosing another disciple-
ship author who is more concerned
about staying on a biblical track
rather than the track of the so-called
emerging church. The Church needs
to go forward, not backward. The
rush to Rome is a race into the dark.
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launches it into the next stage is what
some call “ancient-future faith.”

ORIGINS AND LEADERS

The themes found in ancient-future
faith have always been part of emer-
gent but are taking on additional
weight as the movement matures. The
term seems to have been coined by
the late Robert Webber, professor at
Wheaton College and Northern Semi-
nary. Webber wrote a number of
works that are foundational to emer-
gent philosophy, including his 1999
Ancient-Future Faith, Rethinking Evan-

gelicalism for a Postmodern World. Chris-
tianity Today calls Webber the ““father
of the ancient-future movement” and
mentions the Robert E. Webber Center
for an Ancient Evangelical Future,
which he founded.! Chris Armstrong,
associate professor of Church history
at Bethel Seminary, says the move-
ment “exploded in a 24-month period
in 1977-1978, which saw the publica-
tion of Richard Foster’s bestselling
Celebration of Discipline: The Path to
Spiritual Growth and Robert Webber’s
Common Roots: A Call to Evangelical
Maturity.”’2

Armstrong documents other evan-
gelical leaders during this same
period who came to similar

conclusions. Among them were Bethel
College and Seminary president Carl
Lundquist, Campus Crusade leader
Peter Gillquist, Drew University’s
Tom Oden, and theologians Donald
Bloesch and Thomas Howard. The
latter two were instrumental, along
with Robert Webber, in penning ‘““The
Chicago Call: An Appeal to Evangeli-
cals, whose prologue declared evan-
gelicals’ “pressing need to reflect upon
the substance of the biblical and
historic faith and to recover the full-
ness of this heritage.”’3

In 1982, Christianity Today's sister
publication Christian History (now
Christian History & Biography) began to
encourage interest in Church history
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and works of the Church Fathers (in
itself a good thing). In 1988, Renovaré
was founded by Richard Foster to
introduce Roman Catholic mystics to
Protestants and advance a mystical
approach in evangelicalism.

A wide range of evangelicals now
identify with A-F. In the February
2008 issue of Christianity Today, sev-
eral of its editors, including Mark
Galli, David Neff, Ted Olson, and Tim
Morgan, owned up to their involve-
ment with the movement. Anyone
who has read CT in recent years is not

Webber believes the Church has trav-
eled. This is important because Web-
ber writes, “you can best think about
the future of the faith after you have
gone back to the classical tradition.’4
In other words, he is not trying to
reinvent Christianity; he just wants to
“carry forward what the church has
affirmed from its beginning.’> With
this in mind, Webber looks back and
sees six stages of Church history:
primitive (the first century) ancient
(or classical) (100-600), medieval (600-
1500), Reformation (1500-1750), mod-
ern (1750-1980), and postmodern
(1980-present).6

It is vital to note that the starting
point for A-F is not the apostolic era
of the first century, nor the New
Testament documents. A-F does not
return directly to Scripture for its
practices and beliefs; it returns to the
ancient stage of the second through

seventh centuries.

surprised to find its editors in sympa-
thy with emergent-related views.
Now they have clearly staked out
their position.

Virtually all those involved with
any aspect of the emergent conversa-
tion, as well as a growing number of
mainstream evangelical leaders, are
embracing A-F practices and ideas.
One internet ministry, Lighthouse
Trails, is dedicated to bringing to the
awareness of Christians the vast num-
ber of evangelical leaders who are
immersed or at least dabbling in
mysticism.

OUTLINING THE STAGES

An attempt to understand A-F can
begin with examining the stages of
Church history through which

In Webber’s view, this final stage
(postmodern) is a return to the second
stage (ancient/classical) which he sees
as the purest form of Christianity. He
writes, “Thus, it may be said broadly
that the story of Christianity moves
from a focus on mystery in the
classical period, to institution in the
medieval era, to individualism in the
Reformation era, to reason in the
modern era, and now, in the post-
modern era, back to mystery.””

It is vital to note that the starting
point for A-F is not the apostolic era
of the first century, nor the New
Testament documents. A-F does not
return directly to Scripture for its
practices and beliefs; it returns to the
ancient stage of the second through
seventh centuries. It would be unfair

to say that Webber dismisses the
Apostolic age altogether, referring to
it as “primitive Christianity.”

However, to grasp the issues it is
necessary to realize that A-F advo-
cates begin from a different point of
reference than many evangelicals.
They do not argue that their views in
the areas of mysticism and ritual are
based on New Testament teaching or
example, for they cannot. This does
not deter them, however, for they are
reaching back to what they consider
the “rich” traditions and practices
developed in the classical stage of
Church history. It is their contention
that it was during this era that
Christianity reached its zenith, and
therefore for Christianity to regain its
spiritual health it is essential to return
to the ancient stage with its emphasis
and observances.

The argument that we should look
to the New Testament for our
ecclesiastical model falls on deaf ears
among the A-F community, for they
are convinced that the richest
expression of the Christian faith is not
found in the Bible but in the post-
biblical early Church. It is the desire
of the A-F/emergent movement to
mold the future Church into the
shape of the ancient Church.

An article in Christianity Today sum-
marizes Webber’s tri-fold breakdown
of evangelicalism since 1950 as found
in his book Younger Evangelicals. Web-
ber sees the years between 1950 and
1975 as the era of “traditionals,” who
focused on doctrine or, as Webber
complains, “’being right.” “They pour
their resources into Bible studies, Sun-
day school curricula, and apologetics
materials.”8

The traditionals were followed by
the “pragmatics” who ““do” church
growth, spawning the culturally en-
gaged (and hugely successful) seeker-
sensitive trend, with full-service
megachurches and countless outreach
programs.”? The pragmatics have
been superseded by the ‘younger
evangelicals” who “seek a Christian-
ity that is ‘embodied” and ‘authentic’
— distinctively Christian. ... The

12 — The Quarterly Journal
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younger evangelicals seek a renewed
encounter with a God beyond both
doctrinal definitions and super-suc-
cessful ministry program.”’10

While elements of all three types of
evangelicals can be found today, ac-
cording to Webber and CT, it is the
younger or emergent evangelical who
dominates the 21st century and is the
superior form of Christianity. Evan-
gelicalism has finally grown up, hav-
ing left behind the need for doctrinal
correctness and outward success, and
has evolved into the ancient faith of
the early Church. The Church has
returned full circle and this is for the
best, so say the A-F people.

THE ROMANS ROAD

Those wondering where A-F is tak-
ing the Church should look to Rome,
or at least its suburbs. This is evi-
denced not only in the adoption of
Rome’s religious practices or in em-
bracing Catholic and Eastern Ortho-
dox dogma, but also in the direct
statements and actions of those lead-
ing the movement. For example, there
has been the steady trickle of noted
evangelical leaders who have openly
converted to Rome or Orthodoxy. We
think of Thomas Howard and Frank
Schaffer of some years back. Frank
Schaffer, the son of Francis Schaffer,
has been seen on television saying he
grew up being taught that Roman
Catholicism was the “whore of Baby-
lon,” but he now has seen the light
and worships in an Orthodox church,
has strong leanings toward Rome, and
finds little good to say about the
Reformed theology of his father or
evangelicalism in general.

More recently, it has been the cel-
ebrated defection of the president of
the Evangelical Theological Society,
Francis Beckwith. Beckwith was will-
ing to lay down his coveted position
with ETS in order to join the Catholic
Church. Indeed, some see no choice.
John Henry Newman, of the old
Oxford Movement (a mid-19th cen-
tury move toward Rome), stated, “to
read deeply in history is to cease
being Protestant.”!l And, as Chris
Armstrong notes, ““At least some

evangelicals have concluded that
therefore, the only option left is to
jump [the Protestant] ship.”12

Others do not want to go that far,
but are open to a deeper ecumenical-
ism than in the past. Armstrong, in
his article for Christianity Today sum-
marizes, “In short, the search for
historic roots can and should lead not
to conversion, but to a deepening
ecumenical conversation, and a recog-
nition by evangelicals that the Roman
Catholics and Eastern Orthodox are
fellow Christians with much to teach
us.”13

Apparently many agree with this
sentiment. InterVarsity Press has re-
leased the Ancient Christian Commen-
tary series to draw modern believers of
all stripes back to the views of earlier
Church leaders; the 2007 Wheaton
Theology Conference chose as its
theme ““The Ancient Faith for the
Church’s Future”; and as mentioned
earlier the editors of Christianity Today
have come out as supporters of A-F.
Liberty University observed the litur-
gical season of Lent; and Thomas
Nelson is just now publishing a series
of eight books on “The Ancient Prac-
tices,” the first written by Brian
McLaren, Finding Our Way Again, The
Return of the Ancient Practices.

The movement probably owes as
much to Richard Foster as anyone.
When Foster wrote his bestselling
Celebration of Discipline: The Path to
Spiritual Growth in 1977, it hit the
evangelical community like a bomb-
shell. Here was a card-carrying evan-
gelical (although a Quaker) urging
believers to return to the mystical
teachings of ancient Roman Catholi-
cism to unearth the “great treasures
of spiritual reformation.” Foster intro-
duced numerous mystics, most, but
not all, from the monastic and
Counter-Reformation periods, to mod-
ern evangelicals who had never heard
of them. He then propounded that
following the practices of these “‘spiri-
tual masters of the past” was essential
to spiritual development.

Since that time, Foster and his many
followers have flooded the evangelical

community with mystical practices
that promise a deeper level of spiri-
tual life than witnessed since the
Reformation disastrously (in their
opinion) convinced believers of the
doctrine of sola Scriptura. And the race
has been on to return Protestants to
the Mother Church. The distinctions
that have been recognized between
conservative Protestant and Roman
Catholic/Eastern Orthodox churches
since Luther and Calvin have been
rapidly disappearing.

The mood of the moment is not
only that the three traditions can learn
from each other, but that they can be
reunited. This reunion will not take
place by returning to the Bible, be-
cause “doctrine divides.” But if we
can put our doctrines on the back
burner, seeing them as secondary
issues at best, and return to the
ancient practices and creeds, we can
recognize our commonality in the
ancient Church. We will therefore be
able to identify each other as brothers
and sisters in Christ, despite insur-
mountable doctrinal differences.
Unity between the major traditions
will never be found as long as we
adhere to our theological distinctives.
But if we can lay these aside and
unite over our experiences, common
ancestors, and ecumenical creeds, we
revitalize the Christian faith. It should
be observed that most, if not all, of
the moving is being done from the
Protestant side, not the Catholic/
Orthodox side. This is because the
A-F movement sees the Reformation
as an unnecessary schism perpetrated
by Protestants. Because it was the
Protestants who split and went astray,
it is necessary for them to come home.
Of course, some in the emergent
conversation want to take this further
and roll into community those of
other religions as well. But that is
another story.

MONASTICISM

Hand-in-hand with the A-F move-
ment is a revival in traditional monas-
tic and religious orders. What is most
interesting is that this resurgence is
not unique to Christianity or any
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particular branch of Christianity. A
recent article in U.S. News and World
Report documents Jewish, Muslim,
Catholic, and Protestant interest in
more traditional and liturgical forms
of worship, especially among young
adults.!* But an almost inexplicable
aspect of all this is an attraction to
monastic practices. The term “new
monasticism” is becoming common
on the internet and among emergent
and mystical-oriented writers such as
Richard Foster, Tony Jones, and Brian
McLaren.

The winter 2007 issue of Christian
History & Biography is devoted to the
monasticism of sixth century monk St.
Benedict and states, ““No topic
touches young evangelical students
more than monasticism.”15 This frag-
mented, success oriented, materialistic
age is running out of gas for many.
Something more is needed, something
with depth, something beyond the
superficial entertainment-oriented
Christian tradition that many have
grown up with. There also has been a
whole line of books (the writings of
Richard Foster, Kathleen Norris’ The
Cloister Walk, and Eugene Peterson’s
Eat This Book) and numerous promo-
tions of lectio divina and contemplative
prayer, along with the general rise of
mysticism and the emergent church
which has pushed these concepts into
the minds of young people.

Between the combination of restless-
ness/disillusionment and the promise
of better things in solitude, asceticism,
and a life of spiritual discipline,
monasticism has a certain draw. To be
sure, this is a ““new monasticism”
with a 21st-century twist. The origin
of early Christian monasticism came
in the fourth century following the
legalization of Christianity. Until then
martyrdom was “the ultimate test of
devotion.” But in a post-Constantine
world, Jennifer Hevelone-Harper
writes, “The Christian ascetic inher-
ited the mantle of the martyr ... Monks
sought to live an angelic life on earth,
neither marrying nor having children.
By refusing to participate in the con-
tinual process of physically repopulat-
ing the earth, they recognized that

Christ’s coming had initiated a new
age and believed that their lives could
help usher in his kingdom.”’16

Contemporary young people at-
tracted to monasticism are not likely
to abandon conventional life and live
as hermits in caves or even monaster-
ies. More likely they will continue to
keep their jobs, live in standard
dwellings with family or friends, and
carry out the normal activities of
modern society. But they are yearning
for some sense of serenity, quiet and
simpler times, and therein lies the
pull of monastic and ancient practices.
Whether they are the answer to these
problems and whether they are
biblical are the real issues.

THE PRACTICES
OF A-F FAITH

In a recent sermon dealing with the
emergent/emerging church, Mark
Driscoll, pastor of Mars Hill in Seattle
and self-described emerging church
leader, identified four lanes in which
the emergent/emerging movement is
traveling. In the first lane are emerg-
ing evangelicals who believe in basic
Christian doctrine, such as the Bible
being God’s Word and Jesus dying
for our sins. They also tend to form
the “hip, cool church,” according to
Driscoll. Pastors who may fall in this
category include Dan Kimball and
Donald Miller. It is debatable whether
Miller is a supporter of basic Chris-
tian doctrine. Kimball, on the other
hand, does hold to certain doctrinal
positions such as the three ancient
ecumenical creeds, but would not
want to drift much beyond them.

Traveling down the second lane are
the house church evangelicals who
are doctrinally Christian brothers and
sisters, Driscoll said. They do not
support creating large churches and
instead form little house churches or
churches in other smaller settings
such as coffee shops. Driscoll places
himself and Mars Hill in the third
lane that he calls emerging reformers,
who believe in all of the evangelical
distinctives and embrace Reformed
theological traditions.

Emerging reformers also try to find
ways to make the Church relevant,
accessible, and culturally connected;
they tend to be charismatic and many
are involved in church planting.

In the fourth lane is a group of
emergent liberals whom Driscoll says
have “totally gotten off the highway
and is lost out in the woods.” Al-
though Driscoll was initially con-
nected to this group, which also tries
to find innovative ways to do church,
he left, “citing that they call into
question many parts of the Christian
doctrine.” Some of their questions
include: “Do you need Jesus to go to
heaven?” “Is anybody really going to
hell?” “Is sex outside of marriage
including homosexuality sinful?”’
Leaders in this lane include Brian
McLaren and Rob Bell.1”

Like most movements, the emerging
church has changed form and is
becoming increasingly difficult to de-
fine. Many, in all of Driscoll’s four
lanes, are distancing themselves from
the emergent label itself since it has
become somewhat pejorative. What
all lanes of emergent/emerging have
in common is the desire to be relevant
to the postmodern culture. Some have
sacrificed the faith in this effort;
others have been more biblically
sound. But out of this junk drawer
category (as Driscoll calls it) springs
the Ancient-Future Faith emphasis
that is common to most of those in all
of the emergent lanes. This is the
belief that the purest expression of
Christianity was found in the ancient
period of Church history (100-600),
and it is to this era that we must
return.

The appeal of this era to emerging
church Christians is that the early
church rituals, traditions, and liturgies
were developed at that time along
with the notion that mystical practices
began to define spirituality and close
encounters with God. This is the era
of Church history which many believe
we must appropriate to our times if
we are to experience authentic Chris-
tianity. Let’s take a look at some of
the specific practices which are

14 — The Quarterly Journal
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returning to favor through the A-F
resurgence.

LECTIO DIVINA

This term and practice is increas-
ingly popping up in evangelical
circles. Many who have been told that
lectio divina is nothing but a devo-
tional, contemplative reading of Scrip-
ture, have been little concerned. How-
ever, a closer look is warranted.
According to Wikipedia, ‘“/Lectio
Divina is Latin for divine reading,
spiritual reading, or ‘holy reading,’
and represents a traditional Christian
practice of prayer and scriptural read-
ing intended to engender communion
with the Triune God and to increase
in the knowledge of God’s Word. It is
a way of praying with Scripture that
calls one to study, ponder, listen and,
finally, pray from God’s Word.”18

Given this benign definition one
could be justified in asking what is
wrong with slowly reading and medi-
tating on Scripture. Scriptural medita-
tion has been practiced and pre-
scribed throughout biblical times to
the present. Eugene Peterson (author
of many evangelical books and the
paraphrased Bible, The Message) pub-
lished Eat This Book in 2006 to pro-
mote lectio divina. Peterson writes,
“Lectio divina is not a methodical
technique for reading the Bible. It is a
cultivated, developed habit of living
the text in Jesus’s name. This is the
way, the only way that the Holy
Scriptures become formative in the
Christian church and become salt and
leaven in the world.”1?

If lectio divina is in fact the only way
that the Scriptures become formative
in the Church, and the only way they
become salt and leaven in the world,
as Peterson claims, it would be wise
for us to understand and become
practitioners of lectio divina. Lectio
divina can be traced back as far as
Origen (A.D. 220). Various monastic
rules have practiced lectio divina, most
notably those of Benedict and Ignatius
of Loyola, although 12th century
monk Guigo II is credited with
systematizing the method as it is
currently used today. Pope Benedict

XVI recently recommended its use as
a means of promoting spiritual
formation.

Mike Yaconelli, a strong proponent
of this ancient tradition, tells us,
“When we engage in lectio divina, we
are not seeking to read the Bible for
knowledge or instruction (although
both of those may come), nor are we
seeking the escape of a good story.
Instead we come to the words of the
Bible seeking to be with God.”20 Ken
Boa, another recent promoter of
mystical Christianity, explains that

“Prayer (Oratio) ... is a time for
participation in the interpenetrat-
ing subjectivity of the Trinity
through prolonged mutual pres-
ence and growing identification
with the life of Christ.”"24

And finally:

“Contemplation (Contemplatio) ... is
a theological grace that cannot be
reduced to logical, psychological,
or aesthetic categories. ... it is
best for us to stop talking and
‘listen to Him’ in simple and
loving attentiveness. In this

Yaconelli tells us that one technique
to help in this process is take a
word or phrase (in essence a
mantra) and “repeat it to yourself,
allowing the rest of the text to fall
away. As you prayerfully repeat it,
different thoughts, feelings, and

images may arise.”

lectio divina involves four move-
ments.2! Boa maps out these actions:

“Reading (Lectio) ... Since lectio
divina engages the whole person,
your bodily posture is important.
A seated position that is erect but
not tense or slouched is best ...
Remember that unlike ordinary
reading, in lectio you are seeking
to be shaped by the Word more
than informed by the Word.""22

“Meditation (Meditatio) ... Medita-
tion is a spiritual work of holy
desire and an interior invitation
for the Spirit to pray and speak
within us (Romans 8:26-27) ...
Meditation will do you little
good if you try to control the
outcome.”’23

strange and holy land we must
remove the sandals of our ideas,
constructs, and inclinations, and
quietly listen for the voice of
God.”?>

Boa points out that to the uniniti-
ated, contemplation often is confused
with meditation, but they are not the
same. In ordinary circles, meditation
describes deep thinking and analyz-
ing with a rational mind, and some
may use contemplation as a synonym
for this activity. But in mystical circles
contemplation and meditation are
considerably distinct.

Yaconelli tells us that one technique
to help in this process is take a word
or phrase (in essence a mantra) and
“repeat it to yourself, allowing the
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rest of the text to fall away. As you
prayerfully repeat it, different
thoughts, feelings, and images may
arise.”” And by this methodology,
Yaconelli further tells us, you can
“Pray yourself empty”” and ““Sink into
God beneath all your thoughts and
feelings.”26

As can easily be seen, lectio divina is
not a devotional method of Scripture
reading, but a highly mystical ap-
proach. The reader does not encoun-
ter Scripture in order to grasp the
understanding of what God has com-
municated to us and apply it. Instead,
a super-rational experience is sought
in which God speaks to an individual
beyond the written page in imagina-
tive and non-cognitive ways.

It is also instructive to note that this
method of Bible reading is not drawn
from the Scriptures themselves, but
from medieval monks during a period
when the Church of Rome was aban-
doning the clear understanding of the
Word of God and seeking alterna-
tives. The Ancient-Future Faith move-
ment is not going back to Scripture
for its teachings, but to the practices
and traditions of men.

DIVINE OFFICE AND
THE NEW MONASTICISM

The best known of the monastic
rules is that of Benedict. Benedict's
Rule, which is receiving renewed
attention today, was written for 6th
century monks who entered Bene-
dict’'s monastery with a goal of hear-
ing from God. The first word of
Benedict’s Rule was “listen.” So Bene-
dict structured each day around two
activities which were designed for
listening to the voice of God. Four
hours a day were devoted to the lectio
divina and four hours were spent in
the “Divine Office.”” The Divine Office
consisted of praying over the 150
psalms each week, plus other read-
ings from Scripture, the writings of
Christian authors, hymns, and
prayers. The Divine Office comprises
eight set times of prayer (one noctur-
nal and seven Offices of the day) in
which certain prayers are recited.

Robert Benson, author of In Constant
Prayer, which is part of Thomas
Nelson Publisher’s ““The Ancient
Practices Series,” assures us that the
Divine Office reaches back to the
beginning of the human race, has
been practiced by the people of God
ever since, and now is even being
prayed by Jesus to the Father at this
time.2”

In fact, the Divine Office, as
practiced throughout Church history,
is the product of men’s imagination.
Our Lord has certainly called us to be
people devoted to prayer, but He
neither gives us, nor demands from
us, a prescribed set of prayers to be
recited by rote at set times of the day.

Until recently, few outside of the
Roman Catholic clergy paid much
attention to the Office, but there has
been a renewed interest in such things
swirling around the ‘“new monasti-
cism.” The older form of monasticism
and religious orders has been on the
decline for a long time. The number
of men in such orders has declined
46% in Europe and 30% in the Ameri-
cas since 197828 Chris Armstrong
observes, ““Yet most suggest that new
and powerful forms of the monastic
impulse may even now be arising.”’??

These new forms, found in both
Protestant and Catholic circles, consist
of those who have connected them-
selves to some aspect of monastic
living while remaining in the world.
What we are finding is an increasing
attraction, especially among young
people, to incorporate these ancient
practices into their lives. Perhaps as
the world speeds up and disappoints,
there is a desire for a connection with
the past when things were perceived
to be slower and simpler.

SPIRITUAL EXERCISES

Eugene Peterson tells us, “Ignatius
of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises is one of
the most influential guidebooks for
directing us in listening.”30 Gregory
Boyd goes further, “I and many
others have found Ignatius’s Spiritual
Exercises to be the most powerful tool
for helping us grow in our walk with

God.””3! These are powerful endorse-
ments by well known evangelical
spokesmen.

Ignatius was a Roman Catholic
monk during the time of the Counter-
Reformation of the 16th century. He is
known today primarily as the founder
of the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits,
and for his Spiritual Exercises. The
Spiritual Exercises are a method of
contemplative meditations. According
to the Jesuits” website:

“The Spiritual Exercises of St.
Ignatius of Loyola are a month-
long program of meditations,
prayers, considerations, and con-
templative practices that help
Catholic faith become more fully
alive in the everyday life of
contemporary people. It is set out
in a brief manual or handbook:
sparse, taciturn, and practical. It
presents a formulation of Igna-
tius’ spirituality in a series of
prayer exercises, thought experi-
ments, and examinations of con-
sciousness — designed to help a
retreatant (usually with the aid
of a spiritual director) to experi-
ence a deeper conversion into life
with God in Christ, to allow our
personal stories to be interpreted
by being subsumed in a Story of
God.”32

The Spiritual Exercises are basically
a means to expedite the experience of
classical mysticism. Mysticism, as
found in Eastern forms, the Kabbalah
(Jewish), New Age, or Roman Ca-
tholicism, all follow the same pattern:
purgation, illumination, and union.
Purgation is an emptying of our-
selves, and so the purpose of the first
Ignatian movement is to create “a
space within us that the Lord can
fill.””33 In illumination we are filled up
with images of God which is accom-
plished in the exercises “‘by imagina-
tively contemplating scenes in the
four Gospels.””3* Through these prac-
tices unmediated union with God is
supposedly accomplished. Ignatius’
Exercises are now being adapted for
use by Protestants in books such as
Sacred Listening by James L. Wakefield
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and promoted heavily by everyone
from Richard Foster to Eugene Peter-
son.

LITURGICAL WORSHIP

James K.A. Smith, author of Who's
Afraid of Postmodernism?, informs us
that postmodern religion will be
liturgical in nature for “the rhythms
of ritual and liturgy are gracious
practices that enable discipleship and
formation. Properly postmodern
worship resists such reductionism by
reclaiming the holistic, full-orbed
materiality of liturgical worship that
activates all the senses.”3> With this
concept as foundational there is a
wholesale rush to liturgical practices
which originated in Roman Cathol-
icism and Eastern Orthodoxy.
Although not found in Scripture,
practices such as the prayer ropes,
Stations of the Cross, icons, incense,
making the sign of the Cross, use of
crucifixes, labyrinths, respiratory
prayer, and more are encouraged as
accepted forms of worship in the A-F
church.36

As can easily be seen, there is a
major push for ancient (but not New
Testament) liturgical practices in
order to anchor the A-F faith of the
emergent church. All of this takes the
adherents a step back to Rome and
Orthodoxy on a practical basis.

THE BELIEFS OF A-F FAITH

So far we have looked at the ori-
gins, leaders, basic ideas, and prac-
tices of the Ancient-Future Faith para-
digm. We need to press on now to an
examination of the underlying beliefs
within the movement. What will be
documented is that this system, claim-
ing evangelical roots, is by-and-large
in line with Roman Catholic and
Eastern Orthodoxy doctrine.

In his most recent book, Finding Our
Way Again, The Return of the Ancient
Practices, Brian McLaren, the most
recognizable name in the emergent
church movement, signals a shift, or
at least a new emphasis within the
emergent conversation, toward an-
cient practices of earlier periods of

Church history. As usual, McLaren
believes the Church has lost its way
because of its refusal to follow God’s
leading. The Church has become
“proud and unteachable,” but fortu-
nately a few “humble and teachable”
people are pointing out the right path:

”..when the community of faith
realizes it has lost its way, it
begins moving forward by look-
ing back ... It looks to its ancient
practices to help it reset its future
course.””%7

This means that the Church, in
order to find its way again, must look
to and adopt the early Church — not
New Testament Church — traditions
and rituals, especially the ‘“seven
ancient practices’” of ‘’Fasting,
pilgrimage, common daily prayers, a
weekly day of rest, annual holy days
and seasons, tithing, and the sacred
meal.” These, McLaren tells us, ““find
their fulfillment in the ways they
contribute to our purgation, illumina-
tion, and union with God.””38 What
seems to have precipitated this
renewed interest in ancient practices
and mysticism is recognition that the
emergent movement is in need of
roots.

McLaren writes, “More and more of
us feel, more and more intensely, the
need for a fresh, creative alternative
— a fourth alternative, something
beyond militarist scientific secularism,
pushy religious fundamentalism, and
mushy amorphous spirituality.”’3?
One can assume that McLaren means
the emergent church, having already
rejected modern evangelicalism and
fundamentalism must now move be-
yond a “mushy amorphous spiritual-
ity” and put down some anchors.
These anchors are sinking into the soil
of ““ancient spiritual practices.””40

Finding Our Way Again is the intro-
ductory volume in a series of eight
titles published by Thomas Nelson
and edited by Phyllis Tickle. The
other seven works will each develop
one of the seven ancient practices
deemed important for the emerging
church. It would seem that this series
of books marks the official marriage

of the Ancient-Future Faith movement
with the emergent movement.

AN ENLIGHTENMENT
BACKLASH

As with most emergent church re-
lated material, the Enlightenment is
framed as the great evil of modern
times, and postmodernity as the wel-
comed rescuer from Enlightenment
thought. Then, even though the true
evangelical Church has always op-
posed many Enlightenment teachings,
it is subsequently painted as the
stooge of the Enlightenment. Robert
Webber provides one of the clearest
presentations:

“This Enlightenment paradigm
produced three convictions
shared equally by Christians and
non-Christians: foundationalism,
structuralism, and the notion of
the metanarrative. Foundational-
ism is ‘the philosophical theo-
logical conviction that there are
beliefs or experiences that are in
themselves beyond doubt and
upon which systems of belief and
understanding can therefore be
constructed with certainty.’
Structuralism is the belief that
societies construct texts to make
meaning out of life and that the
meaning which is in the text can
be commonly agreed upon by its
interpreters through the use of
reason. The metanarrative con-
sists of the stories of the text.
These stories make sense out of
life by providing an interpreta-
tion of the world from its begin-
ning to its end.”41

While this is not the place to carry
on a philosophical debate with
Enlightenment theory and influence,
suffice it to say that postmodern
Christianity (emergent and A-F) reject
all three convictions. Of course, evan-
gelicalism also rejected the secular-
ized form of these convictions as well.
For example, evangelicals did not
accept the idea that truth can be
found with certainty through reason
alone and, therefore, always subjected
reason to the revelation of Scripture.
But evangelicals have believed that
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the revelation of God (the Word)
could be understood through reason
and proper interpretative tools
(hermeneutics) resulting in founda-
tional truth. This is rejected by the
postmodern church, which would say
that (at least most) truth cannot be
known with certainty, and therefore
the views of evangelicals of the past,
shaped as they claim by the Enlight-
enment, do not relate to the postmod-
ern culture. Webber asks, ““Where do
we go to find a Christianity that
speaks meaningfully to a postmodern
world?” To this he answers, “The
classical tradition [2nd-7th centuries]
appears to be the most productive. ...
Therefore, our challenge is not to
reinvent Christianity, but to restore
and then adapt classical Christianity
to the postmodern -cultural situa-
tion.”42

RULE OF FAITH

Webber does not break completely
from the Enlightenment himself, be-
lieving that the metanarrative of
Christianity is the correct one*3 how-
ever limited. And many within An-
cient-Future would accept a level of
certainty as found in the so-called
“rule of faith.” Webber writes, ““This
‘rule’ was regarded as a summary of
the salient features of the Christian
faith, a framework for the essential
truths confessed by those who stood
in the tradition of apostolic teach-
ings.””44 The problem lies in determin-
ing the content of the “‘rule of faith.”

According to Webber, various rules
of faith began popping up in early
Church history in attempts to define
Christian teachings in light of various
heresies such as Gnosticism. ““Eventu-
ally, the rule of faith became univer-
sally summarized in the Apostles’
Creed,”#> which is “the end-product
of the gradual development of West-
ern creeds. ... Today’s version dates
from the sixth or seventh century.”46

The Apostles” Creed, in its general
summary of Christian thought, is
limited in scope, however, so between
300 and 600 A.D. the wuniversal
Church formulated two other ecu-
menical creeds to explain what it

believed. These were the Nicene
Creed (begun at the Council of Nicaea
in A.D. 325, but actually formulated at
the Council of Constantinople in A.D.
381), and the Chalcedonian Creed in
A.D. 451. Between these three creeds
a number of doctrines were estab-
lished as orthodox, including the
deity of the Son (Nicene), the Trinity
(Nicene), and the two natures of
Christ (Chalcedonian).

According to the A-F understand-
ing, other confessions and statements
of faith have been developed over the
years that express the belief of par-
ticular groups or denominations, but
none of these carries the weight of the
three ecumenical creeds. As a result,
A-F thinkers believe the Church can
be certain of the doctrines expressed
in the creeds, but must be willing to
compromise on all other points of
theology. Webber writes, “We need to
recognize that confessions do not
meet the criteria of universality, antig-
uity, and consensus. ... Their value is
not for the whole church, but for a
part of the church. ... These confes-
sions are all secondary to the creeds
and are not binding upon the whole
church.”47

Unfortunately for Webber’'s view,
even the three ““ecumenical” creeds
have not received “universality and
consensus.” According to Church his-
torian Tony Lane, “The Apostles’
Creed has always enjoyed wide ac-
ceptance in the West ... It has never
been in general use in the Eastern
Church, though it is treated with
respect.”48  Concerning the Chalce-
donian Creed, Lane writes, ““The
emperor intended this document to
cement unity with the Eastern
Church. Its effect was more like dyna-
mite than cement. Egypt and other
areas have never accepted Chalcedon
to this day.”#?

The Nicene Creed has been the
most ecumenical of the creeds, yet the
East and West have one important
difference, ““In the East the belief was
and is that the Holy Spirit proceeds
from the Father through the Son. In
the West, however, the belief grew

that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the
Father and the Son.””>0

While this might seem a matter of
little importance to us today, it was a
major factor in A.D. 1054, bringing
about the Great Schism, the final
dividing point between the Eastern
Orthodox Church and the Western
Roman Catholic Church.

The fact is that even these creeds
have never been given a universal
consensus by the whole Church. The
finger is often pointed at the Protes-
tant church for its lack of unity and
many doctrinal distinctions, but Rome
and Orthodoxy have to be hypocriti-
cal to do so. Webber is either a bit
naive or perhaps ill-informed when
he writes, “’I sense that evangelicals in
the postmodern world need to affirm
what the church has always believed,
everywhere and by all, and give greater
authority to the common tradition
and less weight to the theology of a
particular tradition.”’>!

NON-CREEDAL DOCTRINES

Other important doctrines that fall
outside the boundaries of the three
ecumenical creeds present a problem
when one considers the A-F system.
In essence they are nonbinding, unim-
portant, and open to compromise.
Take the crucial doctrine of salvation.
No universal creed touches this issue
and therefore how one becomes a
Christian is up for grabs. Webber
writes:

“Although the entire church is
united in its belief that all are
sinners and that Jesus Christ’s
death and resurrection procure
salvation, there exists a number
of explanations about our sinful
nature and the means of receiv-
ing the benefits of Christ’s
death.”’52

No wonder Brian McLaren states, ““I
don’t think we’ve got the gospel right
yet. What does it mean to be ‘saved’?
When I read the Bible, I don’t see it
meaning, ‘I'm going to heaven after I
die”... None of us has arrived at
orthodoxy.""53
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This does not mean that A-F has no
concept of a gospel. As is predictable
A-F reaches back to the ““ancient”
Church, rather than Scripture, for a
gospel message. Webber writes,
“Evangelism in the early church was
associated with the victory of Christ
over evil and the establishment of the
kingdom of God.”5* He then turns to
a fourth century ritual in which an
individual is taken through a number
of stages, lasting up to three years,
and leading to baptism and entrance
into the Church.5>

What is most instructive is that this
tradition is not taught or found in the
New Testament, but some 300 years
later. It is typical of A-F to reach back
to the traditions of men rather than
the inspired text of Scripture. This
takes us to A-F’s understanding of the
Bible.

A-F AND SCRIPTURE

Webber writes, ““A new feature of
evangelicals in the postmodern world
is the growing awareness that the
Bible, which takes us to Christ, be-
longs to the church. The church pre-
ceded Scripture in time.”%¢ As can be
seen, the A-F movement rejects the
sola Scriptura position of the Reform-
ers and adopts Rome’s view in regard
to authority. The Church presides
over Scripture — final authority rests
in the Church.

How this actually works out is
more involved. Which church, for
example, has the final word, Rome,
Orthodox, Lutherans, etc.? Webber
never really answers this, but seems
to be looking toward Rome. As for
the role of tradition and the pro-
nouncement of the Church Fathers
and the ancient councils, Webber’s
response is most interesting;:

“Any writing of a Father of the
church, or any council or assem-
bly of the church that stood in
the apostolic tradition, was an
extension of the principle of in-
spiration. Therefore, while the
apostles were the original author-
ity in the church, a writing of
Augustine or another Father of
the church, or a creed or council

that extended or expounded an
idea in keeping with apostolic
teaching enjoyed a kind of apos-
tolic authority. Because the
church was viewed as the one
true interpreter of the faith, the
authority of the church grew
greater and greater through time
as more and more Fathers and
councils were regarded as es-
pousing teachings in line with
the apostles. Finally, the church
established a magisterium for the
proper interpretation of truth
and positioned the pope as the
true spokesperson of truth.”57

As might be expected, placing final
authority in the pope did not set well
with everyone and paved the way for
the Reformation in which the Reform-
ers rejected the authority of the pope
and the Roman Church and placed it
in Scripture alone. In response, Web-
ber writes, ““The Reformers pulled
Scripture away from the church, sepa-
rated it from tradition, set it over
against popes and councils, and made
it stand on its own.””>8

Webber summarizes well the A-F
position, “The postmodern challenge
to authority is best met, not by
returning to sola scriptura, nor by the
modern evangelical defense of the
Bible, but by returning to the origins
of authority in the Christian faith. The
church possesses, interprets, guards,
and hands down truth.””>®

A-F AND MYSTICISM

As with other streams within the
emergent movement there is a keen
interest in mysticism. Webber highly
recommends reading the so-called
““spiritual classics” that Richard Foster
has introduced to the Protestant
church. This includes mystics such as
Meister Eckhart, Teresa of Avila, John
of the Cross, George Fox, William
Law, and Thomas Merton. Webber
concludes, “The value of all these
books as well as many not mentioned
are indispensable to spirituality.
Those who neglect these works do so
to their harm, and those who read
them do so for their inspiration and
spiritual growth.”60

McLaren devotes three chapters in
his book Finding Our Way Again to the
“threefold way” of purgation, illumi-
nation, and union,®! which is common
to all forms of mysticism, Christian or
otherwise. However, McLaren does
not describe the “threefold way” as
his mentors and the ancient mystics
(such as St. John of the Cross and
Teresa of Avila) do. He either does
not understand his subject (highly
unlikely) or he is using his winsome
pen to make these approaches much
more attractive than they normally
would be to many people. But he
definitely promotes contemplation (a
mystical form or prayer), lectio divina
(a mystical form of Scripture reading),
and the daily office (a ritualistic form
of prayer).

The ancient mystics, to whom the
movement looks, were not afraid to
state their case. For example, in his
famous work, Dark Night of the Soul,
St. John of the Cross informs his
reader that the first stage of the
“threefold way,” that of purgation, is
a stage in which the senses, affections,
and intellect are all purged or killed.
He writes:

“When, therefore, the four pas-
sions of the soul — which are
joy, grief, hope and fear — are
calmed through continual morti-
fication; when the natural desires
have been lulled to sleep, in the
sensual nature of the soul, by
means of habitual times of arid-
ity; and when the harmony of the
senses and the interior faculties
causes a suspension of labour
and a cessation from the work of
meditation ... these enemies can-
not obstruct this spiritual lib-
erty.”62

The purpose behind the deadening
of our senses is preventing them from
hindering the way of the spirit:

“The reason of this is that the
soul is now becoming alien and
remote from common sense and
knowledge of things, in order
that, being annihilated in this
respect, it may be informed with
the Divine.””63
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Teresa of Avila, in her Interior
Castle, concurs by saying, “the person
who does most is he who thinks least
and desires to do least.”®4 This is
because the whole goal of mysticism
is to experience something in a super-
rational way. Teresa further writes, /it
is quite a common experience in such
cases for the understanding to be less
apt for meditation. I think the reason
must be that the whole aim of medita-
tion is to seek God, and once He is
found, and the soul grows accus-
tomed to seeking Him again by
means of the will, it has no desire to
fatigue itself with intellectual la-
bour.”’65

The goal of mysticism is to purge
the senses and intellect in order to be
filled up with a nonsensical form of
illumination which leads to an unex-
plainable experience of ecstasy which
culminates in union with God. The
“threefold way”” is never taught in
Scripture, but is a vital component of
A-F and the emerging church.

Although A-F is a move back to-
ward Rome, rather than a move back
toward Scripture, Chris Armstrong
assures us that it is none other than
the Lord who is leading this parade:

“That more and more evangeli-
cals have set out upon it is
reason for hope for the future of
gospel Christianity. That they are
receiving good guidance on this
road from wise teachers is reason
to believe that Christ is guiding
the process. And that they are
meeting and learning from fellow
Christians in the other two great
confessions, Roman Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox, is reason to
rejoice in the power of love.”66

Contrary to what the proponents of
the Ancient-Future Faith movement
want us to believe, Christ is not
“guiding the process” of this realign-
ment with Rome and its practices. No
matter what stage of Church history,
true believers are those who know the
Word, love the Word, live the Word,
and passionately proclaim the Word.
The Church needs Christians who

hunger and thirst for God’s truth —
not through the medieval mystical
practices of Rome, but through Scrip-
ture alone.
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