Insights from Faith Development Theory and Resear ch

Jeff Astley

‘Faith development’ is a controversial phrase whiglers to a controversial theory.
The term is associated with the work of James Foarie his associates in the United
States, first at Harvard University and later atdgyriJniversity, Atlanta. His theory
has been developed, adapted, applied, criticisédyanerally debated now for over

two decade$.

FAITH IN FOCUS

Faith development theory is controversial for thresn reasons. First, it greatly
broadens our usual idea of faith. For Fowleith is universalHe argues that we all
‘believe in’ - that is trust, relate to, ‘find’ arichake’ meaning in - something or

someone. Faith isn’t just for the religious.

Faith has to do with the making, maintenance, and toamsdtion of human
meaning. It is a mode of knowing and being. Inifaite shape our lives in
relation to more or less comprehensive convictmmassumptions about
reality. Faith composes a felt sense of the wasldaving character, pattern
and unity?

‘The opposite of faith’, Fowler writes, ‘is not dou Rather, the opposite of faith is
nihilism’: that is, the inability to descritenythingin which one believes ‘and despair
about the possibility of even negative meanfhgowler’s research is a study of
human faith a generic term labelling our believing in andatielg to whatever is

‘ultimate’ for us. It is to be understood as:
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the composing or interpreting of an ultimate envimentandas a way-of-
being-in-relation to it. [It] must be seen as atcaraspect of a person’s life
orientation. Faith is a primary motivating powet journey of the self. It
plays a central role in shaping the responsessopevill make in and against
the force-field of his or her life. Faith, thenasore element in one’s

character or personalify.

For Fowler, religious faith differs from other fos of faith in having
specifically religious objects or contents. In taaminology, these areligious
‘centres of value’ and ‘images of power’ in whicle Wwelieve, andeligious ‘master
stories’ by which we live our livesBut we all have something in which or someone
in whom we believe; some object of our ‘worth-shgome acknowledged influential
powers; some life-directing narrative or myth ofondwe are and should be, and of
what ‘life is all about’. Conversion is a changehese contents of faith, which comes
about as and when we come to focus our faith dardifit ‘gods’.

Secondly, Fowler’s theory is contentious in coricgmg ontheform, rather
than the content of faitiThis seems perverse to many. Most religious,iateed
most non-religious, people are interestewliratpeople believe andhatthey believe
in. They are concerned, then, with the contenaithf Fowler, on the other hand, has
as his focus of research the ways in which we ffaitte, thehow of faith. He argues
that this form of faith can be viewed under a nundjenterrelated dimensions. They
are listed below, and include such elements as/#lyewe reason, the way we make
moral judgements, the way we rely on authoritiesofar faith, our view of symbols,
and the way we hold our experience and beliefsthegeThese aspects of faith are
sometimes described as ‘windows into faith’. Tkisiiuseful metaphor, for different
windows will always give us different, partial viswnto a building; while some of the
contents of the building may remain forever ousight of observers, even though
they peer in through all its windows.

The third main area of controversy is Fowler'sraléhatthe form of faith
developsAgain, details of this development are to be tbbelow. Drawing on
various studies of cognitive development, and beoaty them, Fowler argues that

the way we hold our faith can pass through upxstiges. At each stage we ‘faith’
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differently. (‘Faithing’ is perhaps a proper womldoin in this context, for the logic of
faith is that of a verb rather than a noun; itnsaativity, something weo.) As we

move from one stage to another we often suffetrthena of losing a familiar way of
being in faith before we can take up a new wayoofijgosing meaning and enter into a
new balanced relationship (‘equilibrium’) betweannr patterns of thinking, relating
and valuing, and the world of our experience. Heiseme of faith development draws
on evidence from several hundred in-depth intergidvat Fowler and others have
done with children, young people and adults riginbss the age range.

It should be noted at the outset that some relseer@re sceptical both of the
empirical support for the theory and of its theataf) educational and psychological
presuppositions, whereas others are more enthiesidgany educators and pastors
accept that Fowler’s faith stages ‘chime in’ wille texperience they have had of the
development of adults, youth and children in tiebarge. Many others claim to
recognise in Fowler's scheme a process throughhnthiey themselves have moved.
The theory has therefore been applied to pastoraiselling, to work with
congregations and families, and to ministry wite thentally handicapped, in addition
to educational work with students, young people ahdlts of all ages.

Before filling in the details of faith developmehtory, | will offer two
examples of ways in which the theory can helpltoriinate our understanding of and
relationship with other people.

How is it that we, as adults and particularly asepts, so often cannot ‘get
through’ to adolescents: that they seem to be athem world from us? The situation
may partly be explained by the fact that they belim different things, of course. But
faith development theory suggests that it may bésbecause the way they believe is
so different from our own. Although most adolesesaare able to think perfectly
logically and abstractly, many of them have notstatted to ‘think for themselves’
and to reflecbn their own world-views. It is always difficult ttbnverse with people
in a certain place if they do not know why they irere, or evethatthey are there.
Most adolescents, and indeed many adults, arevdeFs Faith Stage 3. At this stage
they hardly know how or that they are in faithydrere their faith comes from. They
operate a form of ‘tacit meaning-making’ which Isd to itself. It is like the implicit
knowledge we have that enables us to recognise péuple’s faces or to ride a

bicycle, while being quite unable to explain howave doing it. The parent or teacher
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of adolescents and young adults needs to knowattiae present moment many of
her charges simply cannot recognise where theiregahnd beliefs come from, or how
they have created their world-views. (And at thége getting such people to
concentrate on ‘how they are doing the riding’ roaly result in their falling off their
bikes.) Imagine that you are at this stage. Itpe@od when our ideologies canly
operate ‘not in front of our eyes but from behinat backs’, to appropriate a phrase
from John Hull® This is what Stage 3 faith is like.

Here is another area where faith development yhesm offer some
illumination: Christian disagreements. Stephen Sykas argued that disagreement is
endemic in the church. He writes: ‘Conflict in Gliranity is not accidental or
occasional, but intrinsic and chronic . . . . Daigr. . . is the norm for Christianity.’
Even a cursory review of church history will progidlustrative data to support this
interpretation. Now faith development theory cafeofis a useful commentary on at
least some forms of this theological or religioisagreement. Its main insight is this.
Those who have moved through several faith stagesppreciate the positions they
have left, but it is simply not possible for themihagine what things are like much
ahead of their current standpoint. Life, in thisgect,is like a journey. We know the
countryside we have passed through, but we camtoegognise what lies ahead. ‘It
does not yet appear what we shall be.” Thus -@sdportHow Faith Growsputs it -
‘some controversial figures in the church may biéebe@ble to understand their
opponents’ positions than those opponents can sttt the peopliheyoppose™®
In particular, those in the early stages of faghe@lopment (and | do not refer just to
adolescents and young adults here, as we shaltae&)ften appreciate only one
viewpoint; whereas those at later stages have a open and wider sympathy,
accommodating a variety of views. This is suretgak of what we ordinarily
describe as a move to a ‘more mature’ form of fdtthith development theory can
help us to acknowledge more easily this ratherrgg8ituation of one-sided
incomprehension, and perhaps to live with it maagemtly.

Before considering Fowler’s theory in greater detee should reflect on one
particular question that is often raised abouddes this account offer a neutral
descriptionof how people actually develop, opeescriptionof how they ought to
develop? Fowler claims that people could be my#yiedive at Stage 1, and spiritual

saints from Stage 3. No stage is more ‘worthy’ thaather (certainly notligiously
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speaking). He argues that the stages are not stéfgathfulness or virtue, and insists
that each stage is ‘appropriate’ for the person thdmequilibrated at it. Yet he also
writes that later stages in faith development th@orolve ‘genuine growth toward
wider and more accurate response to God, and taward consistently humane care
for other human beings® Development is a good thing, then, if only fostréasort?
In particular, the later stages are ‘more comprsiverand adequate’ than earlier
stages- they give a wider perspective on life and on offemple, and they are more
adequate in meeting the demands and perceptidhs okew experiences that people
tend to have later in life.

This is especially true of Stage 6, although Fowatimits that this stage, like
the endpoints of most developmental theories, egagphilosophical- and | think
theological- commitments and traditions. He describes thefgrasinding values and
visions’ that ‘cannot be . . . empirically estabbsl as most developed, most true, or
most adequate by strictly value-free procedurasafiry’. That is to say, empirical
research of an entirely open-ended form cannobksitathe normative qualities of
the most developed stage’, for these derive fraamés faith vision of the excellence
to which humans are called and for which we aremted**

But we must constantly remind ourselves that amgesmay be regarded as
Christian (if it has a Christian content). Furthers a mistake to attempt to rush

people through the stages. Fowler writes:

Other things being equal, persons should be suggbartd encouraged to
continue to engage the issues of their lives amatuans in such ways that
development will be a likely result. Pastoral caik seek to involve them in
disciplines and action, in struggles and reflecgtibat will keep their faith and
vocations responsive to the ongoing call of God.\B&I must remember that
developmental stage transition is a complex anehgftotracted affair.
Transitions cannot and should not be rushed. Dpuwedmt takes time. Much
of our concern in pastoral care has to do withihglpersons extend the
operations of a given stage to the full range eirtbxperiences and

interactions®
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Nevertheless, development progressively providesstrictures of understanding
and meaning-making that are more able to copetivltomplex reality thatdults
experience. There are implications here for adbhlsfian educators. To quote from

How Faith Grows

It is only when people are ‘trapped’ in a faithggdhat they have partly
otherwise ‘outgrown’ (for example in their way oirking), or when they

have precociously ‘advanced’ beyond their actugtipslogical and social
maturity, that the pastor or educator should stelp help them work on those
aspects of their faithing that are out of step i rest of their meaning-
making!® Faith, says Fowler, is like a shaw! (of meanitgjtiwe knit and

wrap around ourselves. It is not the job of theqrasr educator to slash at this
with a knife or rip it from a person’s shouldersitBometimes the shawl starts
to unravel of its own accord. And then we shouépsh to help: not by
darning up the loose ends, but by rolling up thelwstanding by the wearer

in his nakedness, and then encouraging him tosknéw shawl for himself.

On the other hand we should not insulate peopla fieality (as they
begin to perceive it anew), or try to keep people faith stage which
psychologically they are outgrowing . . . . Theyalways the danger that a
person will ‘over defend existing faith structutsscreening out and “not
knowing” dissonant datd” It is new experience that often leads to faitlysta
change, as and when the existing structures cémnger accommodate it.
This causes a situation of conflict in which a pets faith is thrown off
balance. Its form needs to change to restore somefsequilibrium and with

it a sense of ‘coping®

Faith Aspects

As has already been indicated, the target of Fésweork is the form of faith ofaith-
as-a-process(However, Fowler does not discount the importavfade content of a
person’s faith, and the inevitable interaction kewform and content.) In analysing
the form of faith, Fowler discerns several aspectslements within it. These aspects

are:
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* our reasoning (the way we think),

* our perspective-taking (our ability to adopt anothperspective),

» our moral judging (the way we make judgements abwrtal situations),

* our social awareness (where and how we set theslimiour ‘community
of faith’),

* our relation to authority (where and how we find #uthorities on which
we rely),

» our forming of a world-view (our way of ‘holding dl together’), and

* our relation to symbols (our understanding of, seegponse to, symbols).

Fowler analyses all his faith stages in term$iefé seven aspects. At each
developmental stage a person'’s faith will exemifyarticular form of reasoning, of
perspective-taking, of moral decision-making, Emwler writes that ‘to be “in” a
given stage of faith means to have a charactensticof finding and giving meaning
to everyday life’. It is to have a world-view, ‘Wit particular “take” on thing$® The
transition from one faith stage to another is mdrg a change in one or more of
these aspects of faith, as they mutate to the tbatis more characteristic of a later
stage. It is only when all the other faith aspéetge changed in a similar way that the
person can be said to have moved fully to the siege.

The aspects of faith analysed by Fowler largeipmasecognitiveskills and
competencies, and are thus related to thinkingwkmpand understanding. But a
number also focus on relationships and the natiutteecself. These latter aspects are
moreaffective(related to feeling) than the others. Fowler rexsgs that the human
process that he sometimes calls ‘faith-knowing’ itaffective side too. Faith for
Fowler is basically a holistic concept involvingettvhole person - feeling, valuation
and volition included. Although the cognitive dinsgan usually dominates his
account of faith, Fowler is interested in the depetent of this whole complex of
‘structures or patterns of thinking, valuing, corttimg and believing’ that makes up a
person’s faithing” He thus often writes of faith’s ‘logic of convioti’ as something
that is broader than the ‘logic of rational certgiof mere cognition.

Each of these aspects of faith can change. Otieahost significant of these

changes is the change in our reasoning processe'$oion of logic’. As we mature
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intellectually we become more capable of - or astenore willing to engage in -
abstract thought. Our thinking is then less tieddncrete, particular experiences. As
we continue to develop we may move into Faith Stagdere our reasoning powers
are more fully released, and we really start tmmkHor ourselves’. Adult Christian
education can now take off. But at this stage weeoften very dogmatic and defensive
in our employment of our new, autonomous thinkeny that can pose new problems
for Christian reflection and communication. Latex may change further, so that we
become more willing to acknowledge tensions andg@ates in our world-view, and
more open to the outlooks and convictions of othilighese cognitive shifts have
knock-on effects on our moral thinking and our i§ptio adopt the perspectives of

other people, and on other, more affective, asp#aisir meaning-making.

FAITH STAGES

From the many interviews they have carried out, |[Eoand his associates claim to
have discovered six stages or styles of faith tiinouhich people may develop. | say
‘may’, because although some might argue that #tiem of progress is the same for
everyone, everywhere (Fowler does not go so féw akim this himself), many of us
do not get very far in our faith development. Araddly anyone is at Stage 6! (Fowler
quips that it is puzzling that this is the stagelbcture audiences ameally interested
in, despite the fact that so few experience itkhiews, of course, that we are bound
to be fascinated by a stage that is the extrapgblatel point’ towards which our own
development appears to be moving.)

As we have already noted, for Fowler conversiam ¢hange in the contents of
faith. It is a matter of believing in different titjs>* Others, however, have identified
the transition from one stage to another as itsslirt of conversion. We might think
of this as a conversion in the form of faith, austural change’ that is a type of
identity-formation in which someone discovers whe seally is. This sort of
conversion unifies and integrates the self, padrtyiin adolescence and middle-age.
V. Bailey Gillespie has called it ‘religious-idetyticonversion®* When form-change
and content-change go together (and Fowler recegitigt either may precipitate the

othef?), we may indeed have ‘a re-orientation of a pessentire life’?*
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In each stage there is a degree of stabilityhia Ways one holds, understands,
and takes responsibility for living one’s faith’But the stages alternate with the
periods of transition described earlier, whichiarmany ways of equal significance
to the faith stages themselves. These transiti@aysaocur when the equilibrium of a
given stage is upset by personal crises or noysmnces, disclosures and
challenges that threaten the limits of the perseristing faith patterns and
structuring of experience. Faith development ofesults from such situations. But
internal developmental forces, by transforming asgect of faith so that it ‘runs
ahead’ of other aspects, also contribute to adbstage stability, with the result that
our faithing becomes more shaky and insecure.

The faith stage8 are complex integrated structures of understanding
interpreting, valuing and relating. They are thdugfras (i)invariantand (ii)
hierarchical These terms mean that (i) the sequence of stdgags occur in a fixed
order and no one ‘misses out’ a stagand that (i) each stage builds on it
predecessors, in the sense of incorporating thactsgs that developed during earlier
stages. Cognitive stage development theory, péatigihe work of Piaget, has been
much criticised, especially for underestimating riés@soning powers of young
children and the influence of environmental pressiffor instance through
education® In my view, however, the broad pattern of Fowlathema can survive
most of these criticisms, particularly in his acebaof the stages of adult faith.

In the section that follows | have used the tiftasthe faith stages that we
adopted irHow Faith Grows Fowler's own, sometimes rather jaw-breaking,
terminology is printed in square brack&glthough our concern in this book is
mainly with adults, it is important to rehearse Wigle sequence of stages that lead

to, and in a developmental sense may be said tkemp’, adult faith.

Stage O0: Nursed Faith or Foundation Faith [Primal Faith]

Age 0-4 approximately

This is not so much a stage as a ‘pre-stage’, wikiclot really open to empirical
investigation. The foundations for faith are hexié Idown in the early experiences of
being picked up and nursed, when trust is firstnkal. This nursing ‘is a real and vital
part of any sort of nurture that we might daredth tChristian”. . . . We are loved into

knowing and feeling, as we are loved into beifig.’
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Stage 1: Chaotic Faith or Unordered Faith or Impressionistic Faith

[Intuitive-Proj ective Faith]
Age 3/4-7/8 approximately
At this stage the child’s relatively uninhibitedagination yields a chaos of powerful
images. As thinking is intuitive and episodic, igak perceived as a scrap-book of
impressions as yet not much ordered logicallys #nother feature of this stage that
symbols are viewed magically, and are treated g lvehat they represent. The
powerful symbols of Christian experience, traditaord liturgy can contribute deep
and lasting images in this stage of faith. Heneeay be that young children who are
excluded from experiencing ritual and sacramemgsale adult Christians, on the
grounds that ‘they don't yet understand’, are b&ngoff from a vital form of

nourishment. Dependable, structured parenting itoes to be crucial at this stage.

Stage 2: Ordering Faith [Mythic-Literal Faith]

Age 6/7-11/12 approximately, and some adults

At this stage the individual’s power to think, toify experience and to trace patterns
of cause and effect enables her to order her expei Story-telling is important at
this stage, including telling the story of the Ghian community to which the child or
adult belongs. ‘True stories’ are now distinguishetn others; but we are always ‘in’
the story rather than ‘outside’ it, and have nawdeint from which to compare and
criticise stories. People at this stage are verghmielongers’. (We may recall how
junior school aged children are so keen to belorgptme club or group; and how
their self-image is to a large extent constitutggich belonging.) By this stage
individuals have achieved a measure of simple, red@perspective-taking,

overcoming the egocentricity of the smaller child.

Stage 3: Conforming Faith [Synthetic-Conventional Faith]

Age 11/12-17/18 approximately, and many adults

(It is worth noting that, according to Fowler's easch, over a quarter of adults over
the age of thirty are at this faith stage.) Thditgiip think abstractly has fully
developed by now, and there is a new capacitynimtial, interpersonal) perspective-

taking, as the adolescent or adult begins to sesli@s others see her. What her
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peers think and say is regarded as particularlymapt. Interpersonal relationships
are now very significant. But the same is truetbko ‘significant others’, including
parents, teachers - and sometimes church leadenge\ér rebellious we may view
ourselves to be, at this stage we are actually (irr, if adult, big) conformists. ‘It is a
time of going with a particular faith-current, @ith-crowd.?! The ability to reason in
a new and more powerful way, which is a signific@atture of the stage, provides
Christian educators with exciting opportunities fioore abstract teaching and
discussion. The scope of this remains limited, harebecause the circle of people to
whom we relate still does so much to provide ouamirgg-making, and we are largely
unaware of that process. Those who are at thig st@gnot yet able adequately to
reflect on their beliefs and values, or the wawhich these are held. Thus when our

views are challenged we may respond very defensiwéthout really knowing why.

Stage 4: Choosing Faith or Either/Or Faith [Individuative-Reflective Faith]

Age from approximately 17/18 onwards, or for othersnfrtheir 30s or 40s onwards
(but note that a substantial proportion of the adgudpulation never reach this
stage)

The transition to Stage 4 can be long and traumtatkicng many years of struggle.

Christian educators need to be particularly sesgslhiere, allowing people space to

grow out of Stage 3 ‘faithing’ into this new waymkaning-making. At Stage 4 | am

able to take a ‘third person’ perspective from whic evaluate my own beliefs and
relationships, as | distance myself from my presigalue-system. Now ‘I can no
longer tolerate having my faith at second-handusihknow who | am for myself,
when | am not being defined by my relationshipswither people® Beliefs and
values which previously were rather unexaminedrzam be deliberately adopted. For
the first time we explicitly and consciously takeacge of, and accept responsibility
for, our commitments, evaluations and world-viewtiis stage faith can become
one’s own.

The ‘certainties’ of the individual who is at Faibtage 4 arise from and
contribute to his or her new-found autonomy andumiigt Most Christian educators
would applaud such changes, as the beginningrofya'adult faith’. But there are
also dangers here, including the danger of ‘an@ret-intellectualism, . . . a

conceited autonomy® and an unrealistic sense of independence. Thatsdsa
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tendency in Stage 4 to caricature the faith of istive order to justify one’s own truth,
and an over-simplifying ‘either/or’ determinatiom d¢reate didy faith. This may result

in our collapsing the inevitable paradoxes anditersswithin our belief-system.

Stage 5: Balanced Faith or Inclusive Faith or Both/And Faith

[Conjunctive Faith]
Age rare before the age of 30
Many adults are content with their Stage 4 faithimgt others eventually find that
their compulsion to resolve these tensions antriteesor clarification is becoming a
psychological burden. Such people may be movingtds/a fifth stage of faith which
is characterised by a much greater openness tanatdlity with, other world-views
and perspectives. This faith stage is a markedldewent from the more rigid
concerns for definition and conceptual clarity theg so characteristic of Stage 4.

Stage 5 faith is thus a more balanced and ina@ustiyle of faith. It may be
regarded as meworkingof Stage 4’s unity, tidiness and coherence, an@ska more
porous, ‘dialectical’ or ‘dialogical’ way of knowinthat keeps in tension the
paradoxes and polarities of faith, allowing usive with ambiguity in our meaning-
system. Those at Stage 5 are truly - but discritimighy - opento other people and
their viewpoints; they recognise that truth is tmamnplex and many-sided for it to be
adequately delineated from any one perspectivee fdrson at Stage 5 is willing to
engage the other and to be changed by the otlaeway that was not possible from
the posture of Stage #'Such people also recognise that reason needs to be
supplemented by other ways of knowing reality (egdly intuition), and that our
instruments of coherence and clarity are just faatido work the raw materials of
faith adequately. The capacity for self-criticisse/f-questioning and self-doubt
develops more strongly as people move into Stagi@érestingly, Fowler claims that
the individual’s transition between Stage 4 and)S&recapitulates the development
in the history of ideas from the ideals of Enligitteent rationality, espoused in the
eighteenth-century ‘Age of Reason’, to the lesg &éidd more plural multi-
perspectival post-Enlightenment modes of consciessithat characterise today’s
‘postmodernity’®®
At this stage, then, the unity and coherence ofStage 4 faith is beginning to

fade. The new stage that may emerge from it cartrigem our coping with failure
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and/or our living with the consequences of eadegisions. It is often characterised

by a new humility and a fuller recognition of onevitableinterdependence.

Stage 6: Selfless Faith [Universalizing Faith]

Age usually only in later life; a very rare stage (asdmething of a theoretical
extrapolation from Stage 5)

This way of being in faith is essentially a relimghing and transcending of the self.

‘Stage 6 people . . . go out to transform [the]ldioAnd they often die in the

attempt.*

GROWING UPIN FAITH

So James Fowler’s researches into human ‘faithheaning-making’ claim to show
that individuals develop over time, through a segeeof stages, in the ways in which
they understand, value and interpret that whick take to be ultimate, whether that
be religious or not. In this section | want to cenitate on some rather more familiar
adult and near-adulife stagesand to pick up some of the claims that Fowleaighf

development theory makes about them.

Adolescence
Faith development research suggests that the nyagdrieenagers are at Stage 3 on
Fowler's scheme. We should note, however, thabpgtion (over 12%) are still in
transition from Stage 2, and nearly 4% are stillialty at Stage 2. Stage 3 is marked
both by the ability to think abstractly and by amsapacity for mutual, interpersonal
perspective-taking. That sounds good. But Fowkage of ‘Synthetic-Conventional
Faith’ is labelled above as the stag&€ohforming Faith Sharon Parks describes the
adolescent as living ‘under the tyranny of the ytheand writes of the task of late
adolescence as the development of a self-identdysalf-aware responsibility that
has the power to counter this powerful psycholdgicajugatiort’

Those who are at this stage are sometimes saigl ‘®mbedded’ in their faith
outlook, in the sense that they are not yet abteftect on their own beliefs and

values. Thus, although the circle of people wetedia at this stage does so much to
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provide our meaning-making, we are largely unavesdithat process. To quote

Fowler:

While beliefs and values are deeply felt, theydgly are tacitly held - the
person ‘dwells’ in them and the meaning world thegdiate. But there has not
been occasion to reflectively step outside theextmine them explicitly or
systematically. At Stage 3 a person has an ‘idgdlagmore or less consistent
clustering of values and beliefs, but he/she hashbjectified it for

examination, and in a sense is unaware of havifig it

It is this feature that partly explains the phenoarethat we noted earlier in this
chapter: the difficulty of reasoning with young péoabout the views they have and
the influences that others hold over them. Andstlirae applies to thoselultswho

remain in Stage 3.

Young Adulthood

We have noted that many adults may be describbdiag at Stage 3 throughout their
lives. Others, however, do change. By the timettiey have reached the 21 to 30
age-group, less than 18% are still at Stage 3, thélgreat majority in transition to or
stabilising at Stage 4. This transition to Faitaget4, which itself may take several
years, is often entered into in late adolescenaefd many it will come later, as a
mid-life transition. It is a change that involvey distancing myself from the others
who have been so significant to me before, so dsstmver who | am and what |
really believefor myself Stage 4 (Fowler’'s stage of ‘Individuative-RefleetFaith’;

in our terminologyChoosing Faithis therefore marked by a double development:

The self, previously sustained in its identity d&aith compositions by an
interpersonal circle of significant others, nowircla an identity no longer
defined by the composite of one’s réles or meaniagghers. To sustain that
new identity it composes a meaning frame consabits own boundaries

and inner-connections, and aware of its self agoald-view’. 3°
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For many, this transition to Stage 4 will seemeaaloss of faith, but it is in fact -
like all faith stage transitions - ondylossof one way of being in faitiin order to take
on a very different way. Nevertheless, the develempnof a more autonomous, self-
reflective faith can be the most traumatic of ttaasitions. Significantly, Parks
distinguishes two distinct stages within Fowlertage 4. The first of these is a (post-
adolescent) young adult stage of wary and tentgbnaing commitment’ that
develops before the more fully ‘adult’ faith stageeached’

The move from Stage 3 to Stage 4 often involviggial, or at least a
psychological, ‘leaving home’, as | withdraw to antage-point from which | feel that
| can make my own decisions in a way appropriateyaew-found sense of
autonomy. | can only move to Stage 4 by steppirtgpbmy faith current and away
from the faith crowd ‘to choose a world-view for s&jf’. | may later return, as it
were, to the bosom of my faith-family or faith-cbby but even when 1 do | shall
never be the same again. That would be like trigngcapture a first innocence.
What | believe is now at last whiabelieve. | have after alchoserto be here - and

that makes all the difference.

Mature Adulthood

As we have seen, some adults will later change guémer as they enter the mid-life
Stage 5 (Fowler’s ‘Conjunctivieaith’; ourBoth/And Faith. Only in the 30-40 age
group do we find a substantial proportion in tlagH stage (although people at Stage
5 make up only about 15% of the whole age grouptefviewees over 30). Recall
that Stage 5 subjects are more ‘open’ and respemsigther people and their world-
views than they were at Stage 4. They are alscclasserned with doctrinal
orthodoxy, and they are not continually demythadotg - or translating into doctrinal
beliefs - the symbol systems of religion.

Experience has often given development a helpamglthere, and Fowler
describes those who are at this stage as knowiegsacrament of defeat and the
reality of irrevocable commitments and aéfsThinking more generally about the
dynamics of life and faith around the age of thirgnry Simmons writes of this as ‘a
time of crisis and growth’. He adds the challerigée must stop keeping the
experience of adulthood a secf®tThe person at Fowler's Stage 5, we noted, is more

realistic and humble in her cognitions and affeddithan she was before, having
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developed a perspective that recognises meaningahdas many-faceted and likely
to be found in unexpected places.

Readers should note how difficult it can be f@&tage 5 person to flourish
within the fellowship of the church. Christian edtars and pastors will recognise
that adults at this stage have a viewpoint thatase complex and inclusive than
hitherto. Church leaders should also acknowledige Thoo often the Church fears
Stage 5 learners because they are difficult torobrgigeon-hole or understantf.in
those congregations or denominations where peoplais concerns are for
conceptual clarity and the resolution of all ireetual and moral tensions (as at Stage
4), or for obedience to clerical authority-figufesm which lay people are expected to
receive their own world-view (as at Stage 3), tighvidual who is at Stage 5 is a real
threat. Much of the history of Christianity, inclad perhaps its earliest years, may be
interpreting in part as a series of conflicts betw&tage 5 (and indeed Stage 6)
perspectives, overagainst those Christians whoegess rather more circumscribed

ways of being in faith.

FAITH, SEX AND MATURITY

Women have often been rather suspicious of Fowleitls development scheme. One
main reason has been that Fowler’s Faith Stagetd jte stress on ‘autonomy’ and
‘distancing’ oneself from other viewpoints, oftevusids like a peculiarly masculine
way of being in faith. Karen DeNicola has complaltieat ‘persons who fail to blend
reason and feeling - specifically, persons who selgly on rational certainty - can too
easily be scored at Stage 4, while persons who asm#hfeeling can too easily be
scored at Stage 3*.This is not in fact, she thinks, a gender biashore of a bias
towards thinking and intellect, with a consequerderplaying of the emotions. Such
a scoring bias would explain why more men than wotadvance’ (and advance
earlier) to Stage #

Fowler himself acknowledges the force of suchaisitns. In his Foreword to
Critical Perspectives on Faith Developmginé draws on the influential publication

Women’s Ways of Knowiri§
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Though Belenky and her co-authors do not claimateeloffered a stage theory
of women’s development, the styles of knowing tlegcribe parallel in some
significant ways the development stages of Willl@erry, Lawrence

Kohlberg, and our own. Roughly corresponding tosyunthetic-conventional
stage, they describe a style of knowing they sailbjective’ knowing.
Approximating our individuative-reflective stagesthdescribe a style of
‘procedural’ knowing. Key for our interests is thdistinction between two
different ways of developing procedural knowing. Be one hand, there is
the ‘separate’ variant, the development of reflextind critical awareness and
testing of one’s knowing through objectifying theokvn and distancing
oneself from emotional involvement with. This stiggesonant with the
Cartesian subject-object distinction and with Bmi@nment ideals of objective
rationality. On the other hand, Belenky and heaathors identify a
movement into procedural knowing which proceeds Byyle they call
‘connected’ knowing. This is a knowing ‘in rappoi knowing that proceeds
toward self-awareness and critical reflection tigltopand by way of
participation, relation, and the disciplining obgectivity through dialogue
and reflection. My suggestion is that in descriliimg movement from the
synthetic-conventional to the individuative-refigetstage we [i.e. faith
development researchers] have highlighted the taggastyle of critical
reflection and differentiation and have muted ttenhected’ pattern. In not
fully developing the latter, | believe we have urstered some of our female

subjects, and likely, overscored some of our malgests as welt’

It should be emphasised again that we are delaérggnot so much with

gender differences as with different developmestiades and faith styles that we may

perhaps labéfeminine’ (connected knowingnd‘masculine’ (separate knowingas

long as we recognise that many men may take thariiee’ route and vice-versa (i.e.

‘feminine’ is not the same as ‘femalé)The two ways of knowing are different

routes into a full Stage 4 perspective which caoiporate and use both. The

argument here isotthat Stage 4 is mainly for men or solely for catdjective,

‘separate’ intellectuals, and is therefore not lade to those whose knowing and

faithing remains more subjective, ‘connected’ agldtronship-oriented (as they are in
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many females). Rather, two different pathways ekiat lead to the same stage of
self-conscious, reflective (Stage 4) faith.

This account of the matter is close to the deSBongGabriel Moran gives of a
truly Christian and human notion of ‘maturity’ aladiulthood’. This is Moran’s
image of a synthesising of opposites, which invslthe integration of very different
element$? Children and adolescents can be one-sided, bittmdturity demands
balance and wholeness, and a holding together af might otherwise fly apart.
Moran recognises three areas that demand suchatiteg the rational and the non-
rational, dependence and independence, and lifel@aith.

There is little doubt that Fowler's Stage 5 fitls a more balanced and
integrated (and integrating) notion of adulthoddeast in some respecfCertainly
it is a stage of faithing at which the more intwgtiand non-verbal functions of the self
(controlled in many people by the right lobe of brain) are combined again with the
(left lobe) rational, verbal and intellectual adies. Certainly too, it is the stage for
older adults who have learned the ‘wisdom of tif&&m Keen), have begun to face
the inevitability of their own death, and have cdiuéy to acknowledge the relatively
fleeting and contingent nature of human relatigpshinopes and successes. Stage 5
would also appear to be a time of recognition efitieerdependence of our
relationships, as opposed to the sometimes danglgiadependent cognition of
Stage 4, and the (inevitably) more ‘immature’ defsrce of the earlier stages. Stage
5 offers itself, therefore, as a candidate for gation as a more authentically human
- and Christian - notion of adulthood, and therefof (this particular view of)
maturity. On such an analysis, it is of considezaginificance for the adult Christian

educator.
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