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FAITH DEVELOPMENT

As human creatures, we each develop—physically, emotionally, mentally, morally and spiri-
tually—from our birth until our deaths. It is probably easiest to see the outward signs of our
physical development as we grow from infants, to toddlers, to preschoolers, to school age, to
adolescence, to the various stages of adulthood. Each of these stages of our physical develop-
ment is accompanied by measurable and predictable changes. They effect our body shape,
strength and functions. These changes happen without any conscious effort on our part.

Developmental theory also believes that we develop in the same way in the emotional, mental,
moral and spiritual aspects of our lives. The development theories of Erik Erikson, James
Fowler, Jean Piaget, and Laurence Kohlberg describe the measurable and predictable stages
we go through as we develop in these other aspects of our lives. Developmental theory is a
fairly new field, coming to the attention of those who study human behavior during the last
35 years. It is interdisciplinary in the ways that the theory of one area inform the theory of
another. For instance, as we will see, Fowler’s theory of faith development is informed by the
the work of Piaget, Kohlberg and Erikson. For additional information about developmental
theory, please see the chapter in this manual entitled “Human Development and Program
Progression.”

The various theories are similar in several ways. Each theory describes stages of development
which are sequential. There are characteristics for each stage which are descriptive. None
of the stages have more or less value, and their description is never meant to compare
them in terms of worth. The theories are based on observation and frequently make use of a
narrative approach to gather information. The theories are useful to anyone who works
with people because they inform the expectations we can have of persons at certain
developmental periods in their lives.

In this article we want to pay attention to the faith development theory of James Fowler and
the way that theory can inform us as we work with people within the camp and conference
setting. If you want to study Fowler’s theory in greater depth, I direct you to Stages of Faith
and Life Maps. 

Although Fowler is a Christian, his theory describes what he believes is a human process of
faith development. All persons, regardless of their religious affiliation or lack of it, develop
through the stages he identifies. Faith is not defined for Fowler as Christians would tend to do
it in relationship to the God of Abraham, Sarah and Jesus. Rather faith is the patterns of mental
activity that sort out what gives our lives meaning and purpose. There are developing pat-
terns that are consistent among humans whether they are Christians, Moslems, Jews or
atheists. Faith, he says, is a verb, an active and imaginative process, a unifying force that
gives shape and direction to how we live our lives, how we relate to others, and what we
believe is the ultimate reality.

Fowler identified six stages of faith development. There is a pre-stage period of infancy that is
pre-conceptual and pre-linguistic. The first stage includes children ages 4-7 in which fantasy,
facts and feelings are fused and knowing is dominated by perception. The second stage begins
about age 7 and lasts until abstract thinking skills emerge about age 12. This stage is character-
ized by literal thinking and a need for fairness. In Stage Three the beliefs of the individual
are synonymous with the beliefs of significant others, whether those others are people with
authority or peers. During Stage Four, which usually begins about age 18 and continues into
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FAITH DEVELOPMENT

adulthood, individuals begin to form faith systems of their own as they developed an identity
separate from others. Stages Five and Six occur at midlife and beyond. 

Unlike some developmental theories, not all persons will pass through all six stages in their
faith development. Some adults will stay in Stage Three for most of their lives; few adults
reach Stage Six. It is very important in interpreting this theory that no value be placed on
any stage as better or worse than another. The theory describes characteristics of the patterns
with which we make meaning of our lives. The patterns work for us until internal or external
crises make growth necessary. Then we move toward the next stage. 

For the purposes of this training manual we will be using a chart of Fowler’s stages developed
for the first Leadership Notebook, which is based on descriptive terms for the theory from Faith
Passages and Patterns by Thomas Droege. To understand the relationship between Fowler’s
names for his theory and those on the handout, please refer to the chart below.

Fowler’s Stages Stages Named on Handout

Primal Faith (0-4)
Stage One: Intuitive Stage One: God is Like 

Mommy and Daddy 
Stage Two: Mythic-Literal Stage Two: What’s Fair is Fair 
Stage Three: Synthetic-Conventional Stage Three: I Believe What the 

Church Believes
Stage Four: Individuative-Reflexive Stage Four: As I See it, God is...
Stage Five: Conjunctive Faith Stage Five: More than Just Words
Stage Six: Universalizing Faith Stage Six: I have a Dream

In order for any theory to be useful to us, we must be able to understand it in terms of the
people with whom we work and the programs that develop in response to their needs.
Faith development theory becomes useful when we use it to begin asking questions about
our practices. It can enable us to plan appropriate activities, to set reasonable expectations,
and to choose methods and content that are consistent and congruent with the develop-
mental need of our learners.

Within the camp and conference setting, faith development theory can assist leaders in under-
standing their own faith and the faith of participants. It will enable them to plan well and
not expect from learners thinking skills or behaviors of which they are not yet capable. We
tell biblical stories to junior campers and ask senior highs to think about the concepts of their
faith. A knowledge of faith development by leaders can strengthen relationships and make
faith sharing more meaningful. 

About the Writer

Nancy Ferguson lives in Richmond, Virginia where she is a Presbyterian pastor and educator.
She acts as staff to the Committee on Outdoor Ministries of the National Council of Churches
and teaches camp and conference ministry at Union Theological Seminary and the Presbyterian
School of Christian Education. She has been a camp director and presbytery staff person for
Outdoor Ministry.

OUTDOOR MINISTRIES PROGRAM LEADERSHIP MANUAL

© 2000 by the Committee on Outdoor Ministries, Ministries in Christian Education, National Council of Churches of Christ (U.S.A.).  Permission to photocopy this page is granted for use in a congregation or outdoor ministry setting.        62



Module One for Trainers of Trainers

Expected Outcomes: 

• Participants will become familiar with basics of faith development theory.

• Participants will understand the role of faith development in hiring and training staff.

• Participants will understand the role of faith development in choosing program materials.

Estimated Time: 2 hours.

Materials Needed: flipchart and markers, copies of Handout One, Bibles.

Notes to Leaders: It is important that the facilitator of this process has a basic under-
standing of faith development theory and be comfortable in explaining it to others. It is
also important that both the leaders and the participants understand that stages of faith
are descriptive and not qualitative. For example, a Stage Four faith is no better or worse
than any other stage. If participants do not know each other, begin the session with a
time of group building.

Process: 

1. Divide the participants into small groups. Ask participants to remember their own
faith stories. What was God like when they were 6 years old? 14 years old? 22 years
old? Now? What are the particular spiritual experiences from those times that they
remember? How have those concepts changed over the years? Are there biblical stories
that they associate with those different times in their lives?

2. Gather back together and share stories and insights.

3. Introduce the basics concepts behind Fowler’s faith development theory. Pass out
Handout One, “Faith Development.” Talk about the ways in which the participants’
stories are consistent with the stages of faith as described in the handout.

4. Look at the Implications sections on the handout. Discuss the ways in which knowledge
of faith development informs hiring and training of staff. Make a list of the implications
for both hiring and training staff. 

5. Look at the Factors sections of the handout. Discuss the ways in which awareness of
these factors can influence the choice of print materials, worship and other camp
activities. (For additional information you may want to refer to the chapters  “Choosing
and Using Curriculum” and “Human Development and Program Progression” in this
manual.) Make a list of the ways in which these factors can influence Bible study,
worship, and other camp programs and policies. 

M
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Module Two for Trainers
Expected Outcomes: 

• Participants will become familiar with faith development theory.

• Participants will understand how faith development is working in their own live and
the lives of staff and campers.

• Participants will be able to develop guidelines for planning Bible study for each stage.

Estimated Time: 2 hours.

Materials Needed:  Bibles, copies of Handout One, flipchart and markers, pencils/pens
and paper for each participant.

Notes to Leaders:

It is important that you are familiar with faith development theory and can help others
to interpret the stages for themselves. If the participants do not know each other, begin
with introductions.

Process: 

1. Ask each participant to read individually the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke
10:25-37. Ask them to consider the following questions as they read: What happened in
the story? What is the point of the parable? What did Jesus want us to learn/think about?
How would you answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?” What image of God is present
in this story?

2. Come back together as a group. Ask participants to share their responses to the questions.
Then ask them to imagine they were 6 years old, 14 years old, 22 years old, 50 years
old and 80 years old. How would a person in those age groups answer the questions in
section 1? There are really no right or wrong answers. Record the group’s responses for
each age group on the large piece of paper.

3. Introduce the concepts of developmental theory in general and faith development in
particular. Talk briefly about James Fowler and his stages of faith. Use the information in
the narrative and your own reading. Pass out copies of Handout One, “Faith Develop-
ment” and discuss the stages as they are explained in this chart.

4. Refer back to the chart you did earlier based on how different age groups would interpret
the Parable of the Good Samaritan. How were the observations and insight of the group
consistent with the information about stages on the chart? Ask the group to identify
the characteristics of the different stages they identified for the various age groups.

5. Divide into small groups and assign each group an age group that they will be working with
during camp. Using the Factors and Implications on the handout, ask the small groups to
develop guidelines for counselors to use in planning Bible studies for the different age groups.

6. Come back together and share the guidelines. If more than one group worked on the
same age group, combine the guidelines and eliminate ones which are the same. Review
the guidelines for faithfulness to the stages of faith development.

7. As a final step, you can arrange for the guidelines to be printed and made available
to staff during the summer. 
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Module Three for the Practitioner
Expected Outcomes:

• Participants will become familiar with the stages of faith development.

• Participants will recognize these stages in their own experience.

• Participants will be able to use the stages of faith development in planning a Bible Study.

Estimated Time:  11/2 hours.

Materials Needed: Large pieces of paper and markers for each person, as well as a copy of
Handout One for each person, Bibles, paper and markers for the small groups.

Notes to Leaders:

It is important in leading this event that facilitators are familiar with the stages of faith
development and understand the theory behind it. The stories of each participant and his
or her own sense of their place in the stages should be well-received by the leaders and the
group. It is important that at no point should anyone feel inadequate or immature about his
or her faith. There is no better or worse about these stages. They are descriptive not quali-
tative. It is important that this tone be set for counselors, so they can have the same attitude
with their campers.

Process: 

1. Give each person a large piece of paper and a marker. Ask them to divide the paper
into three equal parts. Within each part, draw or make a word picture of their concept
of God at age 5, at age 14 and now. Give participants about 15 minutes to do this.

2. Divide into small groups and invite participants to share their drawing/word pictures
as they feel comfortable. It will be helpful to the process and the comfort of staff if
leaders are willing to share their pictures, too.

3. Come back together as a large group and on a large flipchart list common concepts of
God for each age: age 5, age 14 and their present age.

4. Distribute Handout One, “Faith Development.” Give participants some information
about developmental theory in general and faith development theory in particular.
Ask participants to find themselves on the chart. Ask them to share if they would
like where they are and why they placed themselves at that stage.

5. Ask each participant to read individually the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke
10:25-37. Have them consider the following questions as they read: What happened
in the story? What is the point of the parable? What did Jesus want us to learn/think
about? How would you answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?” How are the
concepts you find in the story consistent with the stage of faith development at
which you think you are?
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6. After about 15 minutes, gather the group back together. Ask them to share the
answers to their responses to the scripture. At the end of this discussion, give partici-
pants an opportunity to ask any final questions or to make comments about faith
development theory.

7. Identify the age groups you will have in your camp. Divide the participants into small
groups and assign them one of the age groups. If you will only be working with one
age group, divide into small groups of 3 to 6 people. Taking the Good Samaritian
story, how would you present this parable to the different age groups you will have at
camp? Ask the small groups to plan a Bible study on Luke 10:25-37 for this age
group. What stage of development will the campers probably be in? How will the
plan need to be adapted for that stage and its concepts? (You could also use one of
the scriptures you will actually be using during the summer for this exercise instead of
the Luke passage.)

8. Come back and share the plans. After each group shares its plan, ask the rest of the
group to evaluate the plan for its faithfulness to the stage of faith development.
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