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An Emerging Church: An Interview with Dan Kimball, author of The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations
Dan Kimball, founding pastor of Graceland worship services at Santa Cruz Bible Church and a sister church, Vintage Faith Church, in Santa Cruz, California, has a passion for young people. His book, The Emerging Church, explores how churches are noticing fewer young adults in their congregations. The book explores how cultural changes are impacting the church and offers fresh ideas on how leaders can reach what Kimball calls “emerging generations.”

In the following interview, Kimball discusses some of the changes taking place in the church: 


Is the trend of believers leaving the church a new trend? If not, why has it come to the forefront of late?  

Kimball: I think there have been time periods and trends throughout church history where people have left the church in mass. The Baby Boomer’s had a mass exodus from the church in the 1960’s and 70’s, and the seeker-sensitive church movement is what drew them back to their roots. So, I believe this is a trend due to the lack of the church’s connection to understanding culture, as well as so many emerging generations desiring something more from “church” than they usually are experiencing. I think what is happening now, is that there is no loyalty to denomination or even a local church itself, and there is a rising restlessness that perhaps what most are experiencing in their churches does not match what they are reading in the New testament about what “church” was. Eventually they are leaving. And with those raised outside of the church, they have no “roots” to return to, and we better realize that, as that changes everything! Creating better music, or more relevant preaching is not what will bring them back, since they have never been there in the first place. 

I think it may be coming to the forefront recently, as we have a generation or two who is getting to the age where they are making decisions on their own about their faith and church. And many are just not going to spend time in a church, if they don’t find it to be something to really believe in. In many ways, it is refreshing as it avoids the hypocrisy of Christians sitting in church pews and seats, but just going through the motions. At least, when people leave they are honest to say they don’t believe in their church anymore.

Is the exodus confined to a generation such as disgruntled youngsters? 

Kimball: I think we are seeing emerging generations more honestly respond to what others may have put up with, or become numb to. To some degree, it is generational because these new generations are viewing things with a different lens, so they are being honest about what they are seeing. I don’t like the word “disgruntled”. In many cases, it is saddened, disappointed, heartbroken is what describes those I have talked to—not disgruntled.

 

What are the common complaints of those who leave church? 

Kimball: The types of things I have heard from talking to people who have left churches all across the country are things like: “The church feels like a program. The church does not resemble the church they read about in the New Testament. The church does not feel spiritual, it feels like a pep rally or business seminar. The church doesn’t have any sense of mission, or if it does it is generally overseas, not local. The teaching in the church feels like pop-psychology and makes things sound too easy to solve in four steps or principles to this or that. Why does the pastor point fingers at everything and seems angry? I have tried to talk to the pastor about how I am feeling, but he tells me I am just being selfish and I will get over it. I don’t think the pastor understands my world or culture. I am sick of being told I only have spiritual gifts to serve in the pre-selected needs of the church.” Etc. etc. Putting this rather bluntly, I have experienced that most of the younger people I know who have left their church are generally quite intelligent. Many churches also don’t intellectually challenge them, and that is another interesting thing I have heard. I think that many church attendees are somewhat passive and like to just sit and listen and basically be told what to think and what to do by their pastor. So, if you are a thinking person, it makes it difficult because most churches don’t leave room or have opportunity for dialogue. 
 

Do these people lose their faith or do they attempt to keep the flame alive while not engaging in the local church? 

Kimball: It is hard for me to say, but the ones I know that have left their churches, usually end up finding a smaller church or house church. I think if someone loves Jesus and their faith is based on Him and not the “church” they attended (I know you can’t attend a church, you are the church, but I think you know what I mean here)—then they can’t help but want to find other believers in jesus that they can regularly meet with and worship God with. So, I think it is a matter of time before they do find some sort of church community, but it may be a lot different than the one they came from. At the same time, I have heard of those who got so wounded in the exit process, that they are mistrustful and bitter about any church at all and it does damage their faith.
Are these people just nominal, "Sunday morning only" church attendees or are they leaders as well?  

Kimball: I think it is with all types of people. I personally have talked to several pastors-in-crisis who are dealing with this identity shift of rethinking church. It makes it a lot harder to leave the church, because the church is your vocation. (I) just talked to a former “pastor” who was on the staff of two mega-churches. He said something like, I have done the drama and message approach to church, I have done the huge meetings where you tag on small groups approach—but I just want to be the church now. He now is part of a house church and works a different job. 

What can pastors and Christian leaders learn from the trend, and how can they restore the jaded to fellowship? 

Kimball: Listen to them! So many pastors and Christian leaders do all the talking and don’t listen. Listen, learn, respect what they have to say. Involve them in the decision making for your whole church. Empower them. Treat them with respect.
How is this trend helping us re-explore what "having church" actually means? 

Kimball: You can’t “have church”. You can’t “go to church”. We are the church. That’s the whole problem. We have turned “church” into this event, this place, this controlled program that people come to like a movie or a theater. We have redefined church to be something so foreign to the New Testament church that in some cases it seems almost unrecognizable. We have taken the mission of the church and turned into a self-focused, self-serving corporation instead of teaching that the church is worshippers of Jesus on a mission together. 

As Kimball suggests, there’s little doubt that the modern day church as we know it is changing. In some regard, it has to change if it wants to reach this generation. The good news is that with all the transformation, we too are invited to grow, develop, and do things differently in the past. Some things will succeed, and others will fail. But in the process, there’s little doubt that we will grow closer to both Jesus Christ and each other. 
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