The Stages of Faith Development
by Jean Ziettlow
Recall the question asked in the Gospel according to St. Luke: “When the Son of Man comes will
he find faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8). Surely [God] will find religion (institutions, creeds,
documents, artifacts, and the life), but [God] may not find faith. Faith is deeply personal,
dynamic, ultimate. Religion, however, is faith’s expression. …Religion is important, but not
ultimately important. Educationally, religion is a means not an end; faith is the only end. Faith,
therefore, and not religion, must become the concern of Christian education.[1]
This quote from John H. Westerhoff’s classic book of 1970’s, “Will Our Children Have Faith?”,
was meant to shake the very foundations of Christian education. Westerhoff stated that “there
is a difference between learning about the Bible and living as a disciple of Jesus Christ. We are
not saved by our knowledge, our beliefs, or our worship in the church; just as we are not saved
by our actions or our religion. We are saved by the anguish and love of God, and to live
according to that truth is to have faith.”[2]
The question is not, “Will our Children Believe?” because “faith” is more than the totality of our
beliefs. Sara Little says, “Faith is a trust, loyalty, confidence, but it is more than a ‘feeling.’ It is a
trust qualified by the One who is trusted. It is, in fact, a gift from that One who reveals
himself.”[3] Faith development is the process of growing and changing physically, cognitively,
and emotionally in the understanding of our faith. As we grow in faith we experience it and live
it differently. The “who” responsible for enabling, nurturing, guiding, teaching, encouraging this
process of faith development is outlined by Martin Luther:
[Luther] calls upon a coalition of three groups—government officials, pastors, and parents—to
take responsibility for the teaching and training of the young in the faith. . . .Of these three
groups, Luther placed the greatest emphasis on the family. From the very beginning of the
evangelical movements, parents were enlisted as valued allies in the formation of holy
households. [4]
The themes of faith, our Lutheran theology, lie at the heart of the why, what, and how we teach
children, youth, young adults, adults, seniors. Margaret A. Krych, in the introduction to The
Ministry of Children’s Education: Foundations, Contexts, and Practices, posits our theology as the
why, what, and how we teach in the church:
1. It gives a reason for teaching. It answers the question, “Why is it necessary for the
church to teach children [youth, young adults, adults, seniors]?
2. It gives the content that we teach, acting as an anchor and corrective to our own
whims and fancies, and keeping the teaching of all age levels, including children,
grounded in Scripture. It guides the curriculum and deals with the question, “What does
the church teach children [youth, young adults, adults, seniors]?”
3. Theology is the norm for our methods. It gives a criterion in the gospel for how we
operate in the classroom, what we do, the objectives we set, and the way we relate to
children. It also serves to warn us about procedures we need to avoid if our actions are
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to be consistent with our spoken message. . . .theology deals also with the question,
“How does the church teach children [youth, young adults, adults, seniors]?”[5]
The five parts of Luther’s Catechism gives us a lesson plan no matter the age: The Ten
Commandments, The Apostles’ Creed, The Sacrament of Holy Baptism, The Sacrament of the
Lord’s Supper and the Lord’s Prayer. Out of those basics we delve into theological themes of the
Trinity, of God the Creator, humanity and sin, the person and work of Christ, the Holy Spirit, the
church, ministry and service to others, the Last Things (eschatology), justification, Two
Kingdoms, the Word of God. Do we incorporate these theological themes at the same depth
with the same teaching technique? Of course not! That brings us back to the “journey of faith
development.”
John Westerhoff III, James Fowler, Mary Wilcox and others have done outstanding work in the
field of faith development. In this study we will be using Westerhoff’s four stages of faith as the
outline for our growth in the faith: experienced, affiliative, searching and owned. According to
Westerhoff: Faith grows like the rings of a tree, with each ring adding to and changing the tree
somewhat, yet building on that which has grown before. Therefore Westerhoff offers a tree
analogy and proposes four rings which are involved in the growth process:
EXPERIENCED FAITH (pre-school & early childhood)—“This is what ‘we’ do. This is how
‘we’ act.” It is a time of imitation…a child prays the Lord’s Prayer without understanding
the meaning of all the words.
AFFILIATIVE FAITH (childhood & early adolescent years)—“This is what ‘we’ believe and
do. This is ‘our’ group/church. It is a time of belonging to a group…still a time which
centers around the imitation of what the group does.
SEARCHING FAITH (late adolescence)—“Is this what ‘I’ believe?” This is a time of asking
questions…not blindly accepting what others have said. This stage of faith is adding the
‘head’ to the ‘heart’ of the earlier states.
OWNED FAITH (early adulthood)—“This is what ‘I’ believe.” This stage only comes
through the searching stage. This is the strong, personal faith that one witnesses to and
one is willing to die for.[6]
Whatever stages we give this “journey of faith development” it is evident that is it at the very
core of our lives as Christians. The journey begins in baptism and ends with entrance into the
promised eternal life…we are always in process. In 2003 a vision for Christian Education was
outlined by the Christian Education Team of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America:
Christian educators participate in a God-initiated (Matthew 28:19-20), Spiritempowered activity (John 14:25-26). The living Word of God works in and through
educators as they engage learners in intentional learning activities that fit each learner
and are designed to pass on the faith. In the educational process the Spirit of God
encounters the people of God of all ages so that they are nurtured in the faith, grow in
knowledge, and are inspired and empowered to live as disciples of Jesus Christ,
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proclaiming the Good News, serving God and others faithfully, and working for peace
and justice in God’s world.[7]
Christian Education is at the very heart of the Church. The people of God, gathered in
community, grow in faith and in the ability to live out their faith in daily life. This faith
development is a life-long process by which every Christian, young or old, answers their
baptismal call to follow Jesus. Reflecting on our call to the journey and our calling as parents,
teachers, pastors, children of God, let us consider this journey of faith, using Westerhoff’s stages
of faith development as our guide.
EXPERIENCED FAITH
The story goes…
A Sunday School teacher, teaching her four-year-old class on Good Shepherd Sunday,
reads the twenty-third Psalm. Noting that many people know this passage by heart, the
teacher then asks, “Do any of you know Psalm 23 by heart?” “I do,” proudly states a girl
in the front row as she stands to prove to the class her vast knowledge. “The Lord is my
shepherd…that’s all I want.”
“Now ‘Art’ is really in heaven,” states a professional woman following her father’s
funeral. She continues with the explanation as to how long it took [if ever] that she
understood that the “who art in heaven” in the Lord’s Prayer was not talking about her
father, Art!
The Pastor, filling in for the director of the Early Learning Center operated at the Church,
is introduced to a parent by a three-year-old as the “one who works for God…you know,
Mom…this is God’s house.”
Theologically sound…probably not. Profound…absolutely! In the early years of life, we often
state that faith is more ‘caught’ than ‘taught.’ Westerhoff names it as “experienced faith.” This
“experienced faith” occurs during a critical child developmental period of a person’s life. Erik
Eriksson[8] and Jean Piaget[9], two major thinkers in child development form the psychological
foundation of Westerhoff’s faith development theories. Experienced faith, the beginning of our
faith journey of life, is rooted in our experiences of the world around us. Erikson’s first stage of
development, Trust versus Mistrust, begins at birth. James Fowler names this early, infancy
state of being as “primal faith.”[10] Primal faith is the infancy or pre-language disposition, a
total emotional orientation of trust offsetting mistrust. It takes the form in the mutuality of
one’s relationships with parents and others. It involves the basic rituals of care and interchange
and mutuality. As infants, we are totally dependent creatures. We are totally dependent upon
others for our basic needs: food, clothing, shelter, nurturing love.
Likewise, Westerhoff’s first stage of faith begins at birth. It does not necessary determine the
course of our later faith, but it does lay the foundation on which later faith will build or that will
have to be rebuilt in later faith. Isn’t that exactly what we must learn (or re-learn) on our faith
journey: to have faith in God is to trust that God will do what God has promised? We find this

3

stage grounded in that which comes through feelings or sensory experiences in the form of
interactions with others and our world.
It is critical during this infancy stage that a baby is able to develop a basic sense of trust in
him/her self, in other people and in the world in general. Infants need emotional support that
includes attention, warmth and touch, interest in what they are doing and empathy. When
these basic emotional needs are not met, a child is not able to sense the world as trustworthy,
and the possibility of healthy future development—emotional, social, intellectual, and
spiritual—is compromised.[11] The failure to develop trust and to attach strongly to a caring
adult has implications for the child’s life of faith. A child who has not learned to trust other
people may find it difficult to trust God and God’s care for him/her. The lack of empathy will
limit the child’s ability to love others as Jesus has loved us. The child’s ability to trust and
respond to those who have primary responsibility for their care is foundational for future
development and critical in the way they hold their faith. Basic trust makes it possible for the
child to have hope[12]
The call of the Church during the infancy years of a child’s life is critical on all levels. This call
comes in the form of parenting classes in child development studies, basic care and nurture and
faith development. This can extend to community outreach as quality daycare and early
childhood centers is offered to members and the community. The Sunday morning nursery and
the weekday child care ministries must be staffed by qualified adults who will offer loving,
consistent care. Safety and love are the two critical components during this critical stage of
development. It is the Church’s call to provide both.
Erikson’s second stage, autonomy versus shame and doubt, ages of 18 months and 3 years, also
occurs during the “experienced faith” stage. During this time, a child begins to see themself as a
separate being interacting with people and objects around him/her. A child has also gained
more control over their physical movements. This stage has been described as a delicate
balancing act: setting limits and experiencing newness of self-regulation. Eriksson states, “This
stage. . .becomes decisive for the ratio of love and hate, cooperation and willfulness, freedom of
self-expression and its suppression. From the sense of self-control without loss of self-esteem
comes a lasting sense of good will and pride.”[13]
The call of the Church continues to be directed to the child, parent and community. The
Lutheran Church has over two thousands Early Childhood Centers located within congregations.
Developmentally appropriate centers can focus on basic life skills and biblical concepts. The
child’s vocabulary is growing at a rapid pace during this time. This makes it a prime time to
introduce Christian vocabulary…God, Jesus, Spirit, love, prayer, Church, peace…through singing,
finger plays, stories, children’s chapel. As a toddler comes to terms with the contradictory
feelings about their parents and teachers, they are able to develop realistic expectations about
others, and about God who does not always seem to do what we want God to do for us.[14]
Parenting classes and support groups are more important than ever. Opportunities for families
to learn, sing and play together are also critical at this point. Worship can be paced so that the
Children’s message is at an age-appropriate time. If it is early enough in the service, the toddler
can experience the first part of the service, the children’s message followed by the availability of
a quality, consistent, loving nursery for the remainder of the service. For a sense of security,
parents are invited to bring their children forward for the Children’s Message.
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The preschool years, ages three to five, are absolutely amazing. The three year olds are on the
border between the Eriksson’s stages of autonomy versus shame and doubt and initiative versus
guilt. Usually by age four, children have fully arrived into Eriksson’s third stage. Eriksson states
that “according to the wisdom of the ground plan the child is at no time more ready to learn
quickly and avidly, to become bigger in the sense of sharing obligation and performance than
during this period of his/her development.”[15] Our role as parents, teachers, and pastors
during this time is to offer experiences and resources appropriate to their level of ability sot
they can act on their own initiative wherever appropriate. This is a highly imaginative
time…they have mental pictures and ideas in their heads. Their thinking is highly
intuitive…based on their own observations of the world around them and then drawing their
own conclusions about what they see. This plays greatly in their faith development.
God takes on a magical quality during this time which is a natural place for them to be in their
thinking. They also feel they have magical powers which can lead to guilt/shame in some
extreme cases. This kind of thinking represents transductive thinking. This reasoning moves
from one concrete example to another, usually focusing on only one aspect of each, and
drawing conclusions based on intuition. When two things happen in succession, the first one
caused the second. Knowledge of this kind of thinking is important for the parents, teachers
and pastors as it relates to life-death issues and many Bible stories. The child at this age needs
to finds something in the story that relates to their concrete experience of life. It may not be
necessary to go deeper into the meaning of the story at this age.
Pretend play or sometimes called symbolic play gives the child an opportunity to practice the
roles and behaviors of their culture. As a mother cleans at the altar after worship services, her
young daughter, four years old, blesses the congregation in words and movements. It is “as if”
she were the pastor. This is important play! Children’s Chapel and learning centers revolving
around biblical stories are prime at this age. Music, art, stories, role-playing, eating are primetime! Classes with parents and for parents are so welcomed at this age.
The call of the Church is to provide opportunities of involvement for the pre-school child. The
blessing of favorite stuffed animals/dolls or pets is extremely meaningful at this age. Dressing in
costume, re-enacting the stories of Jesus and the disciples, is a significant learning time.
Children’s message is most significant at this age. An acceptance into the worship setting is
important at this time. Familiar songs help them relate to worship. Table talks with the child
can be the most enlightening times as you witness their talk about their favorite things and
important things to them.
During these early years we learn to trust other people, ourselves, and our world, not because
we are told we are of worth and the world is trustworthy, but because we experience it as such.
Our actions with our children influence their perceptions and hence their faith much more than
the words we speak. Our actions frame what our children will experience. We receive the faith
that is important to those who nurture us. The way it molds and influences their lives makes an
indelible impression on us, creating the core of our faith. At the core is the faith which we
experience from our earliest years either in life or, if one has a major reorientation in his or her
beliefs, in a new faith system. The foundation or pivotal point at this stage of faith is our
Sacrament of Holy Baptism. Timothy Wengert states that baptism, for Luther, is the sacrament
of justification by faith along par excellence:
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Luther. . .realized that children came to Christ in Baptism. . . .In Baptism God links our
destiny to that of Jesus Christ. In Baptism Christ himself baptizes and joins us to his
death and resurrection, not just allegorically but, to use modern parlance, “for real.” In
Baptism God ordains all to the royal priesthood we share in Christ.[16]
As Lutherans the practice of infant baptism is central to our welcome and initiation into the
Christian community, we are challenged to consider more deeply the nature of that welcome
and initiation. Wengert states: “Baptism is no longer the stepping stone in the child’s life, easily
lost in the struggle against sin. Instead it had become the place where a child entered the realm
of God’s favor. . . .Baptism now remained a valid, irrevocable promise of God.”[17]
Whether the baptism be of an infant or later as an old person, it is the call of the Church, the
parents, the sponsors to provide education so that he or she will grow up or continue in the
faith and learn about the God who loves us so much and has done so much for us. When we
hear and respond to the promise made at the baptismal service, it is our call as the Church to
assist the family and to provide the support for faith development:
. . .to faithfully bring them to the services of God’s house, and teach them the Lord’s
Prayer, the Creed, and the Ten Commandments. . . .place in their hands the Holy
Scriptures and provide for their instruction in the Christian faith, that, living in the
covenant of their Baptism and in communion with the Church, they may lead godly lives
until the day of Jesus Christ.[18]
AFFILIATED FAITH
These are busy, active years for the child and the family. The primary social context is school
followed quickly by sport teams, music lessons and groups, scouting, and the church. A book
and study for families, Little House on the Freeway, written several years ago by Tim Kimmel,
title alone is indicative of these years in a family.[19] American families are lured into the
“hurried home” by a culture that values it, businesses that reward it, the media exploits it and
our egos demand it.[20] Because of the rapid pace of our lives and the social call to busy-ness, it
is more important than ever that the Church bring the family together rather than to become
part of the problem.
Eriksson identifies this stage as that of industry versus inferiority. A child’s job or task is to learn
basic skills of life and how to function. Eriksson put is this way:
One might say that personality at the first stage crystallizes around the conviction “I am
what I am given,” and that of the second, “I am what I will.” The third can be
characterized by “I am what I can imagine I will be.” We must now approach the fourth:
“I am what I learn.” The child now wants to be shown how to get busy with something
and how to be busy with others.[21]
As a child moves into what we call the primary and elementary school years (6-11), the style of
their faith takes on a different quality. Another ring is added…the qualities of experienced faith
are not left behind completely rather they are added to and the quality changes. This doesn’t
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necessarily correlate in chronological stage only…the journey of faith assumes these qualities
and stages at any age.
During these years children grow physically, mentally, socially, emotionally.
Physically:





Growth usually slows as children enter this age range.
Girls may grow rapidly for a year around ages 10-13. Boys’ growth spurt usually comes
about 2 years later.
Children begin to mature sexually (reach puberty) at the same time as their growth
spurt.

Mentally:




Children begin developing reading, writing and arithmetic skills.
They begin to understand more complicated concepts and values.
Children also begin to understand more than one viewpoint, and may question adults’
explanations

Socially:





Friends become very important. Children may want to spend more time with friends
than with family.
Children may be especially conscious of “fitting in” with their friends. They may worry
about their appearance.
As they grow, boy-girl relationships may become very important.
As they near puberty, children may feel pressure to try alcohol or other drugs, or to
experiment sexually.

Emotionally:




Children may develop a concern for others, and an appreciation of how their actions
affect others.
They may be very emotional, with swings from “high” to “low.”
Children generally become more honest and responsible, and develop a sharper view of
right and wrong.[22]

The above summary of this development period is from a tract, titled About Faith and Your
Child. Piaget’s research is foundational as we seek to understand children’s cognitive
development in particular. Piaget would posit this stage as concrete operations. Howard
Gardner proposes that all human beings really possess eight different kinds of intelligence:
linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal,
naturalist.[23] Gardner believes that we all possess the potential for all eight intelligences in an
undeveloped state. This is why this developmental stage is so critical: the combination of these
intelligences that we develop is dependent upon the ones valued by the culture, our personal
environment, and the opportunities we are given to develop. Hymans states, “Each of the
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children with whom we are engaged in educational ministry brings to the community his own
blend of intelligences. . . .In our planning for educational ministry, the multiple intelligences with
which God has gifted children—and all of us—open up a variety of possibilities for engaging
them in teaching/learning experiences.”[24]
This is the faith community stage of development as the child gradually begins to display the
beliefs, values, and practices of one’s family, group, or church. The individual takes on the
characteristics of the nurturing persons and becomes identified as an accepted partner, one
who is part of the faith tradition. Such participation may be formalized as in membership, a rite
of baptism or confirmation, or may simply be understood, as might be the case with regular
participants who do not join a church.
This phase of a person’s growth is recognized as a time of testing. It is a matching of the person
with peer expectations. Where traditions, values, and practices are similar, there usually is a
good match and the individual merges his or her identity with that of the body. There is little
room for personal differences due to a strong emphasis on unity and conformity in belief and
practice. . .The concerns of belonging, for security, and for a sense of power (and identity) that
come from group membership are the key drives in forming one’s faith concept during this
period. This level of faith is expressed, at the earliest, during the adolescent years.
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