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CHEAT SHEET 

James Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, 1981.  

Faith as our total integrating engagement with life (H.R. Niebuhr, Tillich) 

Wilfred Cantrell Smith: “Faith is deeper, richer, more personal [than religion]. It is engendered and 
sustained by a religious tradition, in some cases and to some degrees by its doctrines; but faith is a 
quality of the person, not the system. It is an orientation of the personality, to oneself, to one’s 
neighbor, to the universe; a total response; a way of seeing whatever one sees and handling whatever 
one handles; a capacity to live at a more than mundane level; to see, to feel, to act in terms of, a 
transcendent dimension.”  

Thus: similar forms of faith across very different religious traditions—and vastly different forms of faith 
within the same tradition.  

Fowler: faith is (1) universal (2) meaning-making (3) activity involving our (4) whole person.  
UNIVERSAL because it is something every human being does. An instinctive desire to perceive meaning 

in our lives and in the world around us; the quality that makes us human.  
MEANING-MAKING: our response to the universal hunger to find meaning in the world. 

Living/perceiving in relation to a transcendent point of reference, a story larger than ourselves. 
ACTIVITY: a lived engagement in life. Something we do with our life, not a set of ideas in our heads. 
Our WHOLE person. Meaning-making uses mind, heart, thoughts, feelings, moral reasoning, 

relationships—every facet of ourselves. We draw together all of who we are in creating our fullest self.  

+ Our faith is the posture with which we meet life before we put any words to it; “unhitched” from 
specific religions. Allows him—and us—to more appreciatively encounter persons in other religious 
traditions as well as encountering persons at the other ends of our own religious tradition.  

+ Faith involves the whole gamut of our human capacities, it develops—alongside and in sync with those 
capacities. Development theorists (Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, Carol Gilligan, Erik Erickson, etc.) 
help shape interview questions that reveal patterns in how these different developing capacities work 
together as individuals perceive meaning.  

Fowler “mapped” how individuals (from little children to elderly persons) fashioned meaning in their 
world. He found that these capacities are more or less “packaged” in six over-arching patterns —
stages—that unfold across a person’s lifetime. (Think calculators, crayons.) 
Stage-Pattern “0” – Primal Faith (birth - ages 2/3).  A “pre-stage” because he couldn’t interview these 

children. But we make meaning from the moment we’re born; bound up with whether our basic 
needs are well-met. This is transcendence for babies; and it earns our trust … or doesn’t. 

The Pre-Conventional Era: Stage 1 and 2 are “pre-conventional” because we make meaning without 
much reference at all to the conventions/expectations of groups around us. (Kids dress.) 

Stage 1 – First Faith (ages 3 - 7/8).  We can “believe” anything; meaning-making is often quite 
“magical.” Stories, symbols, rituals almost unlimited power: esp. re: who is included/excluded. 
“Quality” of our faith hinges on parents, caregivers, teachers.  

Stage 2 – Childhood-Storied Faith (ages 6/7 - 11/12).  Storylines; the story of our own “tribe”: first 
group belonging. God looks a lot like our parents; might be good or not so good.  

The Conventional Era: Here we make meaning via the conventions (values) of the groups that matter 
most to us. Family, then peers; then the groups we choose to affiliate with.  



Stage 3 – Adolescent-Conforming-Belonging Faith (ages 11/12 - 18/20). Interpersonal relationships (peers, 
parents, teachers) so important we make meaning through them without even realizing it. 

Stage 4 – Owned Adult Faith (ages 22 - 30+ … if at all). Faith is very examined, very strongly held. We 
tend to “resolve” messy issues too quickly/confidently, erasing complexity. Peak selfhood.  

The Post-Conventional Era:  Make meaning with awareness of society’s conventions (expectations and 
norms) but no longer bound by them. Instead, universal principles and values.  

Stage 5 – Seasoned Faith (usually @ ages 35+ … if at all). Reflects wisdom and maturity; we can 
tolerate lots of shades of gray. Deep openness to others; humility; felt interdependence.  

Stage 6 – Sainted Faith (usually @ ages 40+ … if at all). Meaning-making w/nothing held back; self 
merges w/all being (God, Universe); deep solidarity; yearns for liberation. Saints & martyrs.   

FIVE final important insights.  
1. Each faith stage is normative (best) for a particular age range because it fits that development era 

best. But stages can get out of balance when any facet of our development gets delayed or rushed. 
2. The higher faith stages (5 & 6) are normative (best) at sensing the fullness of reality. We “know” this 

even as we (usually) say, “no thanks” to it. The lower stage-patterns are “healthy” to the extent that 
they allow/encourage us to grow beyond them toward these stages. 

3. Faith Stages 1-3 unfold pretty much alongside our own natural development—until Stage 4. Now 
the richness of life experiences drive growth. Many stop at 3 (some even at 2 = neurosis). Lots of 
social forces are based on 3 (conformity/ads/politics), but big problems need 4 or (ideally) 5. People 
do get here, just not enough. Fowler would say because society conspires to hold people back. 

4. Beliefs aren’t tied to specific stages but are held differently in each stage. Almost any belief/attitude 
(racism or radical welcome) can be held at Stages 1-3; here our beliefs are largely uncritical echoes of the persons 
(and books and communities) who have influence over us. Isn’t until Stage 4 that we truly choose beliefs and 
values as our own. Stages 5 and 6 listen to the voices of others, and so “filter out” many limited beliefs 
(racist attitudes) even hell. Bottom line: beliefs can either foster or stifle faith (meaning-making).  

5. All persons move through these stages regardless of their religious tradition. But each tradition has 
strands (sects, leaders, communities, texts, hymns) more conducive to higher stages … or less. So 
sometimes we shift congregations, denominations, or traditions to find one more friendly to us. 

Fowler’s portrait of faith as a living, dynamic, developing capacity for making meaning can be very 
helpful looking at our own lives. Offers insight into the dynamics at play in how our own personal 
stories unfold, both outwardly and inwardly—with or without religion. We all seek to fashion meaning, 
and when we understand faith in this way, it helps us better understand religious traditions, family systems, societies, 
and—not least—ourselves. 

* * * 
Reflection Questions 
• What aspects of Fowler’s view of faith—as universal, meaning-making, activity, of whole 

persons—resonate with or challenge you? 
• What do you find intriguing or unsettling about his decision to “unhitch” faith from Christianity? 
• What might his theory suggest about God? What are its theological implications? 
• What insights does Fowler’s work offer for how we encounter other religious traditions—or other 

persons with very different faith patterns within our own? 
• What makes for a healthy “eco-system” for this type of faith to flourish in? 
• Meaning-making activity isn’t always religious; where do you notice cultural, economic, or political 

forces harnessing our faith? 
• Social media wasn’t even a thing when Fowler did his work. What difference do you think our 

digital world makes for how we make meaning? 


