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Seeing Faith in the Arc of OUR Lives – James Fowler on Faith  
as our Developing Capacity for Making Meaning in the World, Part Two 

Presentation by David R. Weiss 
Journey of Faith – September 29, 2021 – St. Paul’s United Church of Christ 

My plan is to do three things tonight. First I will briefly review the basic points I shared last week. 
You’ll find a link to both last week’s “cheat sheet” and my full paper on the church’s “Members 
and Friends” Facebook page. You can also access them directly at these links:  

• https://tothetune.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/fowler-faith-v2021.1-cheat.pdf 
• https://tothetune.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/fowler-faith-v2021.1.pdf 
Second, I’m going to review the Faith Stages, adding more detail and including some self-

reflection questions that may help you notice how these stages have been manifest in your own 
life. Third, I’ll conclude with a few other observations and then invite us into conversation. 

REVIEW 

Last week I introduced you to the work of James Fowler on Faith Development. Fowler’s 
most important book, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, 
was published in 1981. His theory on faith development has now sparked forty years of widening 
and deepening scholarship and application, both for himself and for an international circle of 
colleagues, critics, and collaborators.  

Although Fowler himself was Christian, his theory—indebted to Christian theology, world 
religions scholarship, and human development research—sought to explore faith as a dimension 
of human life, rooted in human longings that are prior to (and not wholly dependent on) religious 
traditions. His 4-point definition describes faith as (1) universal (2) meaning-making (3) activity 
involving our (4) whole person. 

It’s UNIVERSAL because it reflects our instinctive human desire to perceive meaning in our 
lives and in the world around us. It’s all about MEANING-MAKING, specifically in relation to a 
transcendent point of reference, to a story larger than ourselves. It’s ACTIVITY: Fowler views faith as 
distinct from what we believe; it is our lived engagement in life. Although grammatically awkward, per 
Fowler, it’s appropriate to say, “I faith.” And faith involves our WHOLE person: meaning-
making unfolds at the intersection of thoughts and feelings, moral reasoning and relationships.  

In a sense, faith conducts the symphony that seeks to turn the notes played by all the instruments, the various 
capacities of our life, into music. Like a pair of contact lenses, faith seamlessly brings our world into focus. 

Because faith uses all of our human capacities, it unfolds over the course of our lives, in sync 
with those capacities—primarily as we grow from birth to adulthood, but also as we “season” 
with age. Fowler identified six remarkably consistent patterns of faithing: ways we coordinate our 
varied capacities—as we grow and mature—to fashion meaning. He called these patterns 
“stages” because they typically unfold one after the other as we grow. A bit like increasingly 
powerful calculators or increasingly larger boxes of crayons.  

Since faith is distinct from (even if often interwoven with) religious belief, you’ll find persons 
from different religious traditions in each Faith Stage. And you’ll find persons of the same 
tradition across all six stages. His theory expects this—and finds it. 

Before we turn to the stages, I’ll name the other points I made last week. They’re treated 
more fully in that original presentation. 
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1. Because faith uses our own developing capacities each Faith Stage is “best” for the age 
range in which the particular capacities it uses have unfolded. Like clothing, different 
“sizes” of faith fit us best at different points in our lives. 

2. Because faith seeks to discern meaning with reference to an Ultimate Reality (whether 
God of Life in all its complexity) those stages (5 & 6) that employ the most sophisticated 
skills offer us the “best” (though still imperfect) version of Ultimate Reality. 

3. Because faith unfolds so closely tied to our (also unfolding) cognitive, emotional, social, 
moral capacities, it unfolds fairly reliably from birth through Stage 3. BUT—reaching 
Stage 4 and beyond rests on the richness of our lived experience and our own choices.  

4. Most religious traditions (and most non-religious families/communities) hold shared 
beliefs. However, these beliefs are “held” differently in each stage, and some beliefs are 
less likely to be held at all in the higher stages (e.g., racist ideas, the notion of hell). 

5. Specific religious denominations (even individual congregations) can be more hospitable 
to some faith stages than others. If you find yourself feeling limited by the faithing of 
your own community, you’re likely to look for another congregation, denomination, even 
tradition, or opt out of religion altogether.   

Now, just two brief comments in response to a question posed to me after last week that will 
be helpful to bear in mind tonight. What’s to stop liberals from rating themselves “advanced” 
compared to conservatives—and conservatives from simply turning the tables and doing the 
same to liberals? And: how trustworthy are we at self-assessment anyway? 

First, Fowler’s stages do use objective measures that are pretty well established. There are ways to 
assess a person’s cognitive and moral development as well how they navigate social relationships, 
where they set the boundaries of their moral community, and whether their sense of authority is 
external or internal. Fowler stages reflect these measures, not specific moral/political values. That 
said, the data suggests that (in most cases) liberal views and values cohere with more mature levels 
of human development. But this isn’t unique to Fowler. A host of psychological-sociological-
spiritual studies affirm this. 

Second, there are some caveats to doing self-assessment. The questions I pose aim to be 
evocative, not diagnostic. To help you sense how these faith patterns may have found expression 
in your life—but not to grade you as “successful” or “failing” at faithing. Moreover, Fowler found 
that most persons tend to self-assess one Faith Stage higher than a trained researcher would place 
them; we can typically entertain faith skills a little bit higher than we actually live at on a day-to-day 
basis. Also, most of us have a primary Faith Stage that we lead with, as well as a “fall back” (-1) 
Faith Stage that we rely on under stress, and an “anticipatory” (+1) Faith Stage that we try out 
under ideal conditions but don’t live in day-to-day.  

Even with these cautions and limitations, Fowler’s work can be insightful for us regarding the 
arc of our personal lives and also in thinking about the faith ecology of our congregation.  

Now let’s turn to the stages themselves.  

THE STAGES: GIFTS, PERILS, and YOU 

Last week I gave you only the barest description of each Faith Stage so I could get everything 
out on the table. This week I’ll add in further detail, including what Fowler describes as the gift 
offered by and the peril present in each stage. And I’ll mention a question or two that may help 
you remember or sense this pattern of faithing in your own life.  
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Ultimately, Fowler identified three broad eras of “faithing,” with two distinct stages in each 
era. He added in a seventh un-numbered stage at the very start, and a colleague of his eventually 
added a transitional stage between Stages 3 & 4. I’ll mention each of these tonight.  

Stage-Pattern “0” – Primal Faith (birth - ages 2/3).  There’s no data for this inferred 
stage because Fowler’s method of interview research doesn’t work until children can speak.  

But because we’re invested in meaning-making from the moment we’re born, he surmises 
that our capacity to feel/know meaning in our lives at this point is bound up with whether we are 
well-loved and whether our basic needs are well-met in our first years. We are, even before we 
open our eyes as infants, ultimately concerned with what is “out there, beyond us.” We react to 
our internal sensations: hunger, gas, wetness, cold or hot, tired, even lonely. And we transmit 
these sensations through our movements and our vocalizations. Whether what we transmit is 
received and responded to by whatever is “out there, beyond us” fuels our first faithing: our first 
sense of the transcendent. In other words, the quality of care-giving we receive to meet both our 
physical and emotional needs tells us a TON about the “out there, beyond us.”  

H. Richard Niebuhr says that most of us as adults, underneath whatever doctrinal statements 
we make or philosophical convictions we affirm, hold an instinctive sense of Ultimate Reality as 
being Indifferent, Capricious, Vengeful, Judgmental, or Gracious. The truth is, already in the very 
first days, weeks, months of our lives, we are sorting through all the responses we’re getting to 
our transmissions to the “out there, beyond us,” and we’re forming our first intuitions about 
Ultimate Reality along the very lines the Niebuhr describes. Those intuitions can change (for the 
better—or for the worse) as we grow; they’re not fixed. But these earliest roots run deep, so the 
quality and character of the care we receive during these first years forms a powerful default 
presumption about what that “out there, beyond us” is like.  

This is one reason why childhood trauma—whether personal or societal—is so devastating. It 
can wound our meaning-making capacity for a lifetime, and it will rarely be overcome without 
intentional and enormous effort … personally, relationally, professionally. 

In your own life, the question to ponder, as honestly as you can, is this. As an infant, did you 
receive care-giving that helped you learn to trust? To the extent you did, you entered Stage 1 
ready to grow. To the extent you didn’t, you entered Stage 1 needing to heal. I say, “to the 
extent,” because none of us had perfect parents or caregivers. And, insofar as you can be honest 
about the emotional maturity and the socio-economic stability of those who first cared for you 
(and that will range around this room) that honesty will enable you to make a best guess as to 
what your experience of Primal Faith was like. 

In either case, as you learned to form sentences and name the world you entered Stage 1. 

The Pre-Conventional Era: Fowler calls Stage 1 and 2 “pre-conventional” because at these stages 
we make meaning without much reference at all to the conventions (expectations) of the groups 
around us. Think of the unique “fashion sense” shown by little kids when they dress themselves. 
They dress in a “pre-conventional” way, without reference to what others might think. 

Stage 1 – First Faith (usually @ages 3 - 7/8).  Our imagination is utterly uninhibited at 
this age; we can “believe” anything, so our meaning-making is often quite “magical.” We pick up 
the stories of our faith tradition, as episodes only (without any interest in their order … and we 
can listen to them endlessly), but they become our first building blocks of meaning. The symbols 
and rituals of our traditions have almost unlimited power: we notice who is being included or 
excluded and it affects us deeply. Children are natural “sorters,” but bias, that’s born here. The 
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quality of our faith hinges on parents, caregivers, teachers because in many ways at this stage our 
meaning is “made for us,” through the power of the stories and symbols provided to us, as well 
as through the quality of our own life. 

Stage 2 – Childhood-Storied Faith (usually @ ages 6/7 - 11/12).  Here we develop the 
capacity for narrative thought (the ability to arrange episodes within a larger narrative)—and we 
can find meaning through over-arching storylines. We sort through fact and fantasy. We often 
become tyrannical about rules: this is part of mastering cause-effect thinking. We’re eager to learn 
the story of our own “tribe”: to learn that I am Christian, or Muslim, or Hindu, or African-
American, etc. Our first inklings of group belonging occur here. God tends to look a lot like our 
parents, only bigger and more powerful. Which can either be a good or not so good thing.  

Gifts, perils, and you. In both of these stages we are receiving and “mastering” the gifts of 
story and symbol and ritual. These determine the breadth or the limits of our meaning-making. 
Our imagination is our greatest internal asset during these years, and the extent to which our lives 
nurture our imagination is the extent to which our meaning-making thrives.  

Everyone passes through these stages. Even as relatively simple stages, they have their own 
richness, and they serve us well during these early years of our lives. But we move through them 
differently. Some of us are nurtured in ways that help us get the most out of—discover all the 
richness available in—Stage 1 and then Stage 2. And others of us move through these stages 
because our biological clocks are unfolding new skills that push us forward, even though we’ve 
hardly begun to master the gifts of them. In each stage, we begin by “practicing the scales” with 
our new developmental capacities; by the end of each stage we’ve (hopefully) mastered the scales 
and made real music. 

If the gift of these stages is being exposed to rich stories and symbols and rituals that expand 
our imagination with wonder and confidence, the peril is being exposed to stories, symbols, 
rituals that mark out a rigid world, shaped by attitudes that shame or exclude others. Or ones that 
contain unrestrained elements of chaos or terror. Or lives that do. And the truth is that some 
children do pass through these stages … perilously. For these children the notion of an Ultimate 
Reality that is Vengeful, Judgmental, Indifferent, or Capricious can take deeper root. In some 
areas trauma impact the faithing of entire generations of children.  

A less extreme but more common peril is that our imagination can “arrest” at the point of 
reciprocity (a key dynamic of Stage 2). Reciprocity, the notion of predictable results for selected 
behavior and the logic framed by reward/punishment thinking, is a healthy positive achievement 
during the elementary years. It is one essential skill for social living. But it is not the whole of it. We 
are born into something prior to reciprocity—which is (hopefully) an unconditional commitment 
to meeting our infantile needs without expecting us to reciprocate perfectly back to Mom and 
Dad. And (hopefully) we learn reciprocity against a background in which we are rewarded for 
good choices and allowed to expect the consequences of poor choices—but one in which we also 
learn something of forgiveness and grace.  

Hopefully we have parents, teachers, and care givers who can help us master reciprocity—but 
who are not limited to a rigid reciprocity in how they treat us or others. Reciprocity does make the 
world meaningful at a relatively basic level, but rigid reciprocity is not a recipe for long-term 
living. In the midst of learning the benefits of reciprocity we need a felt promise of forgiveness 
and grace. Some kids don’t get that. And they take up permanent (or at least long-term) residence 
in Stage 2 … eventually becoming parents of other kids who will be ushered into reciprocity but 
never invited beyond it.  
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You might ask yourself, about these two stages: What do you recall about the breadth 
and tone of the stories, symbols, rituals (religious or familial) that surrounded you in these years? 
What about the conditions of your life? 

If, as Stages 5 & 6 suggest, ultimately all life is interconnected and Ultimate Reality is gracious 
(even when life itself is not), were you invited to exercise your imagination in ways that anticipated 
this? It’s possible in each of Stages 2, 3, and 4 to got “locked into” the logic of that stage OR it is 
possible to move through that stage in ways that open up to full depth. From the Bible story (and 
other) children’s books we use with our children to Godly Play materials at church, it’s absolutely 
possible to foster wonder, curiosity, and an expansive image of God in children—and it’s just as 
possible to settle for less. L 

Even if you didn’t navigate these stages in an ideal way, you can absolutely make up for that 
later on. It is, however, as with Primal Faith, a task of healing and recovery that requires intention 
and companionship. 

The Conventional Era: Fowler groups Stage 3 and 4 together as “conventional” because here 
we make meaning by giving primary importance to the conventions (the expectations and norms) of 
the groups that matter most to us. Initially this means family, then peers; later on, it means the 
institutions (workplaces, churches, political parties, etc.) we choose to affiliate with.  

Stage 3 – Adolescent-Conforming-Belonging Faith (usually @ ages 11/12 - 18/20). In 
this stage our peers, parents, and teachers carry lots of weight in how we make meaning. 
Interpersonal relationships are so important that our worldview is largely unexamined, we make 
meaning through our primary “reference” group without even realizing it. That is, we typically 
assume we’re thinking (“faithing”) for ourselves because we are actively aligning ourselves with a 
peer group and we are now capable of experiencing the full rush of belonging, but this act of 
aligning ourselves with others during adolescence is more emotionally instinctive than reflectively chosen. 

Stage-Pattern 3½ – Apprenticed-Young Adult Faith (usually @ 17/18-25 … 30-40). 
This isn’t one of Fowler’s original stages (hence the 3½). Sharon Daloz Parks, a longtime 
research associate of Fowler’s, found that between Stages 3 and 4 there is often a relatively stable 
pattern of meaning-making dynamics that last for several years that deserves to be seen as a stage 
in its own right. Here we tentatively explore possible meaning-making frames beyond those we’ve 
inherited, often by adopting a mentor. We’re moving toward a more explicit and examined faith, 
but we’re still testing everything. This is typically experienced in young adulthood (in relationship 
to a professor in college or grad school) or early in our post-education adult years in relationship 
to a professional or community mentor (from church, Rotary, etc.).  

Stage 4 – Owned Adult Faith (usually @ ages 22 - 30+ … if at all). Here we complete 
the work of stage 3 and/or 3½ resulting in a faith pattern that is often very examined, strongly 
held, and often a bit presumptive. We tend to “resolve” messy issues too quickly and too 
confidently, erasing much of the complexity. This is sort of the summit of selfhood in that now 
we truly know who we are (or at least think we do). For plenty of folks, Stage 4 (or even 3) is where 
meaning-making tops out. Nothing guarantees (or requires) that we reach the maximum faith development. 

Gifts, perils, and you. The two-step accomplishment of the conventional era is that we 
become aware—“conscious”—of our meaning-making. This happens first in the often crushing 
sense of self-consciousness that pervades adolescence, where, without truly thinking about it directly, 
we become keenly aware of each choice we make. It reaches completion in Stage 4 when our 
choices reflect conscious deliberate thinking on our part. 
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In Stages 1 and 2 we realized “I am a self.” (That underpins reciprocity and rules; that there is 
me and there are others; this realization is key to our earliest meaning-making.) Here, in Stages 3 
and 4, the task is to define that self. As indicated above, we do that in two or three rounds 
(although each round/stage may see us shift our peer/reference point multiple times). Early in 
Stage 3 our family, extended family, and/or other close community (maybe our church) is usually 
our peer group of reference, but as we grow and yearn to define ourselves further, we usually 
choose age-peers (typically from among our classmates) as our reference. And while we do get to 
exercise some discretion among the range of classmates, a lot of factors beyond our control still 
determine who that possible peer group is. The “story of me” that I tell with these peers feels like 
MY story. After all, it’s often a story that stands, at least to some degree, in contrast to my family 
story. But it’s still a “borrowed” story, one that emerges from a group and on that is fueled in all 
directions by emotions and more emotions.  

Stage 3 is about practicing telling my story, in preparation for Stage 4, which is when the real 
telling solidifies, so the peril of Stage 3 is in finding ourselves bound to a group and limited by its 
story in ways that leave little room for practice—or that threaten to erase my self altogether.  

In Stages 3½ & 4, we often (but not always) break with the peers of Stage 3, now making 
choices that are more truly our own, driven by a hunger and a readiness to consolidate a self of 
our own choosing. Fowler speaks of a necessary period of “critical distancing” that may feel as 
though we are losing our faith or betraying our earlier allegiances (and that feeling may be mutual 
from family and friends!). We might choose to embrace some of our earlier core values or we 
might choose new ones. The point is the now we choose. 

Not everyone reaches Stage 4. College is a pretty good “incubator” for it, but alongside all the 
thinking and values-appraisal that we do in and beyond the classroom, there are also powerful 
social forces that reinforce Stage 3. Apart from college, “adulting” presses us toward Stage 4 just 
because we need to make real world choices with real world consequences. And yet Stage 4 is still 
conventional, still group-referenced. A defining feature of Stage 4 is that we consciously choose our 
friends and our groups because of shared ideas and values. But the ideas and values in play are still 
set by the (now adult) group. It might be an institution, a political affinity, a religious tradition or 
specific congregation. The ideas and values are far more consistent and long-lasting than those of 
our teenage years. But we still choose them from the adult institutions and groups around us.  

The gift of Stage 4 is a new ability to think critically (to carefully consider things from multiple 
angles) about our self and our society. Cognitively we became capable of critical thinking by our 
high school years—and variety high school and college assignments seek to help us practice it, 
but at Stage 4 this skill has existential force—the weight of our life choices rest upon it. We gain 
this ability for focused, detailed thought by sacrificing the less precise beauty of symbols. We 
prize ideas—and give them the last word (often the first word, too).  

The peril of this stage lies in the fact that critical thought begins as either/or thought. Either/or 
thought is a huge step forward from the unexamined thought of Stage 3, but it is not yet dialectical 
(both/and) thought. Stage 4 thinking compares ideas left and right, but its impulse is always 
toward an either/or conclusion. Ideas are either right or they’re wrong. One is Republican or 
Democrat. Unions are good or bad. One is Catholic or Protestant. We are who we are because 
we’ve thought it through—and by God we’re right. And that’s the peril of Stage 4: that giddiness, 
almost arrogance, that comes from feeling like we’ve got it all figured out—and (whether spoken 
softly, loudly, or politely kept to oneself) “everyone who disagrees with me is just plain wrong.” 
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It’s worth asking yourself these questions, about these two (or three) stages: What do 
you recall about your sense of place in your place as you headed into adolescence? What do you 
recall about the dynamics between you and your peer group? After high school, what did you 
do—and who were your peers? These three questions will help you identify the (changing) peer 
groups that shaped you in Stage 3 & 3½. More specific questions might be about things like—
were there value clashes between you and a peer group that were threatening? (E.g., did you 
come out as LGBTQ in a family, friend-circle, or faith community that judged you for that?) 

Did you have a mentor? Did you experience a sharp dislocation between “inherited” values 
and chosen values? Do you recall a period of intensely questioning everything? Do you recall 
identifying closely with an adult (long-standing) group that had clearly defined values? All of 
these are hallmarks of Stage 3½ or 4. 

Again, since Stages 5 & 6 suggest that ultimately all life is interconnected and Ultimate Reality 
is gracious (even when life itself is not), were/are you able to make meaning in ways that anticipate 
this? It’s VERY possible in Stages 3 and 4 to get “locked into” meaning-making that makes it 
harder to reach post-conventional faith. But even if you didn’t/don’t navigate these stages in an 
ideal way, there are still ways to move forward. New (and different) experiences, adult heartbreak 
(job loss, divorce, death, etc.) and the wise companionship of folks a bit further down the road 
(mentors of another sort) can open doors to go further yourself. 

The Post-Conventional Era:  Fowler groups Stages 5 and 6 together as “post-conventional” 
because here we make meaning with a full awareness of society’s conventions (expectations and 
norms), but we’re no longer bound by them. Hence, post-conventional. Meaning is made with 
reference to principles and values that are more universal than a particular group. In a sense this 
era is the “bonus round” of meaning-making; Fowler found hardly anyone who reached this 
before their mid-thirties, and most persons never do.  

Stage 5 – Seasoned Faith (usually @ ages 35+ … if at all). This faith reflects full wisdom 
and maturity; we don’t need a neat/tidy worldview but can tolerate lots of shades of gray. We 
display a deep openness to others who are really other; a sense of humility; a felt interdependence.  

Stage 6 – Sainted Faith (usually @ ages 40+ … if at all).  This stage exhibits meaning-
making with nothing held back. Fowler calls it “universalizing faith” because here the self sort of 
merges with all that has being (God, Universe) and acts in deep solidarity with all that suffers and 
yearns for liberation. This is the faith of saints and martyrs.   

Gifts, perils, and you. Sadly, happily, or just plain truthfully, the world is not given to black 
and white. It’s full of gray. And by our mid-thirties (but seldom sooner than this) it’s possible to 
have stepped firsthand (or fallen face first) into enough gray areas that we begin, again often 
unwillingly but unavoidably questioning the adequacy of the categories (and institutions!) we 
thought we had life squared away into. We find that the only adequate reference points for 
meaning-making don’t lie in any particular group but in universal principles or values (e.g., justice, 
honor, respect, compassion) that are shared by persons with diverse group affiliations.  

Hence we find ourselves making meaning in “post-conventional” patterns—in patterns no 
longer determined with reference to a particular group. We acknowledge that meaning-making 
traditions (religious, political, economic, etc.) other than our own are also capable of harboring a 
legitimate perspective on ultimate truth—and that our own tradition doesn’t harbor a perfect 
view, but only a partial one. Stage 5 is not mere relativism; it doesn’t say one tradition is as good 
as another. It does say that Ultimate Truth (and therefore the best perspective to make meaning 
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from) is best captured by principles (such as justice, compassion, mutual respect) that no single 
tradition has a monopoly on, though some traditions may well embody them more than others. 

Because this is dialectical thought, which deals regularly with paradoxes (maybe both Catholics 
and Lutherans are right; maybe both Christians and Buddhists are enlightened, maybe we’re both 
saved by grace and expected to live just lives, etc.), it finds ideas often less helpful than symbols. 
Symbols, only recently seen as “less precise” in Stage 4, now appear more “fluid and flexible,” 
more helpful in naming a Reality that seldom sits so still as ideas presume.   

The gift of Stage 5 is it’s the ability to see the genuine insight and value held by others and to embrace a 
commitment to justice grounded in genuine respect. This brings a new openness/vulnerability to listen to 
those speaking from different traditions or experiences. This isn’t the result of a wishy-washy link 
to one’s own tradition but of roots that run deep and appreciatively into one’s own tradition, 
roots that give a secure sense of identity. Radical commitments to justice and empathy can give 
birth to prophetic insight: to imagine what ought to be in the midst of what is. Stage 5 faith, much 
better than Stages 3 or 4, can really hear voices speaking from the margins of society. It also seems 
to intuit a fundamental gracious about the character of Reality Itself. With Stage 5 the notion of 
God as Judge is no longer tenable; neither is hell.  

The peril of this stage is being potentially overwhelmed by the undeniable richness of Reality 
itself; never knowing for certain how much truth you really have a grip on can leave you stuck in 
inaction or cynicism. Persons who enter Stage 5 without companionship of other Stage 5 persons 
are especially susceptible to this peril. When you first enter it, Stage 5 can be a lonely place if 
you’re surrounded by Stage 3 and 4 persons who think you’ve just betrayed the faith by 
expanding it beyond the bounds of your institution. 

For Fowler Stage 6 is the faith perspective that is normative in a deep sense. Here meaning-
making pursues an activist (but not perfect) incarnation of absolute love and justice grounded in a felt 
participation with power of cosmos. Persons living at Stage 6 are simply too vivid, too real, too oddly 
relevant for most of us to take seriously as invitation to actually imitate ourselves. Yet they’re also 
too fully human for us to simply dismiss. 

It is, in some sense, a Stage 5 perspective—lived out, with nothing held back. Indeed, in 
Fowler’s later work he conceded that the line between Stages 5 & 6 is blurry, maybe unneeded. 
Personally, I don’t see how you can have a Stage 5 faith perspective and not act on it. It may be 
that nobody (except maybe saints) actually and fully embodies such faith for more than an 
occasional moment because this does somehow involve the loss of self—which just isn’t a very 
practical way to be a finite person. But I do think Stage 5 persons do this pretty regularly in their 
best moments, even if in less drastic ways than saints and martyrs. Unless you make martyrdom 
or canonization the litmus test of Stage 6 (which Fowler doesn’t want to do), Stage 5 has all the 
ingredients of Stage 6—and Stage 5 faith regularly incarnates itself as well.  

Stage 5/6 is also the stage most “fluent” across other stages. Its access to the best range of 
cognitive, social, moral, and emotional reasoning AND its radical empathy allows persons at this 
stage to communicate with insight and care across other faith stages. Ideally, seminaries produce 
Stage 4 pastors who enter ministry with a clearly defined identity AND sufficient humility so that 
before long life itself (well, and the Spirit!) lead them toward Stage 5. That’s NOT always true. 
There are religious leaders who operate at Stage 2, 3, 3½, 4, or 5/6. But anything below Stage 4 is 
precarious simply because of the congregational dynamics at play in ministry.  
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It’s harder to pose self-assessment questions about Stage 5/6 faith. Most of us don’t 
venture here except as “exploratory excursions” made from Stage 4—maybe as we watch an 
inspiring documentary or wrestle with a pressing crisis. If you do move through life with a post-
conventional lens, odds are you (quietly) know it, and don’t need my questions to evoke it.  

Having said that, it’s also important to note, even though Stage 5/6 is normative (it offers the 
clearest-though-still-finite version of Ultimate Reality), that doesn’t make it a “requirement” for 
salvation or holiness or just plain adulthood. Each faith stage has good gifts, and adults can live 
fruitful and faithful lives at any of Stages 3, 3½, or 4, as well as at Stage 5/6.  

Even after two weeks and almost 10,000 words we’ve barely scratched the surface of Fowler’s 
theory. But I expect we’ve covered enough to offer some genuine insights and provoke some 
honest questions. I’ve posed some reflections questions below, but I’m most interested in your 
questions. So, let’s have at it. J 
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* * * 
 
 
Reflection Questions 

• What aspects of Fowler’s view of faith—as universal, meaning-making, activity, of whole 
persons—resonate with or challenge you? 

• What might be some theological implications of his theory? What might it suggest about 
God? About us? About how we regard Christian doctrines? 

• What do you find intriguing or unsettling about his decision to “unhitch” faith from 
Christianity? 

• 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?  

• How does Fowler’s work help us understand more clearly the way you fit—or didn’t fit—in 
the various religious communities (or other faith communities) you’ve been part of? 

• What makes for a healthy “eco-system” for this type of faith to flourish in, say, in a family or 
in a congregation? 

• Can you imagine how faith stages appear in hymns … or even in table prayers? They do! 

• 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 experience faith stages and how we make meaning? 
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