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Stages of Faith Development

Pre-Stage Undifferentiated 
Faith

Generally 
children 
from birth 
through 
about 2 
years old

Have the potential for faith but lack the ability 
to act on that potential.

Through loving care from parents and other 
adults in their life young children start to build 
a lived experience of trust, courage, hope, 
and love.

At this stage, children experience faith as a 
connection between themselves and their 
caregiver.

Stage 1 Intuitive 
Projective

Generally 
preschool 
aged 
children

In this stage, children mix fantasy and reality 
together. However during this stage they are 
beginning to form their most basic ideas about 
God, usually from their parents and/or friends, 
family, and society. 

I pay particular attention to the word 
“projective” because we typically say “hey 
kids, there’s a God” And they continue to play 
with their toys.

In his book Stages of Faith, James W. Fowler developed a theory highlighting the six stages that 
people go through as their faith matures based on the Piaget stages and Kohlberg stages. The basic 
theory can be applied, not only to those in traditional faiths, but those who follow alternative spiritualities 
or secular worldviews as well. 

NOTES:
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Stages of Faith Development
Stage 2 Mythic Literal Generally 

ages 6 - 12
When children become school-age, they start 
to understand the world in more logical ways. 
They typically accept the stories told to them 
by their parents, and by their faith community 
very literally.  

An example of this is they may have the same 
intensity of belief for the stories of Superman, 
Batman, Santa Claus and The Tooth Fairy as 
they do for the story of Jesus…all a bit 
mythical, all literal. Some individuals could 
remain in this stage through adulthood, think 
Lennie in Of Mice and Men!

Stage 3 Synthetic 
Conventional

Generally 
starts about 
the age of 
13 and goes 
until around 
18. 
However, 
some people 
stay at this 
stage for 
their entire 
lives.

Here is where things begin to “get real” or 
truly start to take shape from a faith 
perspective. Most people move onto this 
stage as teens. Their life has grown to include 
several different types of people, and our 
brains love order, and patterns, so there is a 
need to make sense of life. When this 
happens, people will normally adopt some 
type of “all encompassing belief system” or 
“box” which contains all of their beliefs that 
will get them through life. It may feel 
prescriptive, but at this point, our brains crave 
this information. 

However, people tend to have a hard time 
seeing outside of their own box, and don’t 
typically recognize that they are inside of a 
belief system. At this stage, authority is 
usually placed in individuals or groups that 
represent one’s beliefs, and those authority 
figures often become the “final say.” This is 
the stage that many people remain. 
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Stages of Faith Development
Stage 4 Individual 

Reflective
This stage 
usually 
starts in late 
adolescence 
(18 to 22 
years old).

Here is where things get challenging. This 
stage often begins in young adulthood, when 
people have most likely been trying to fit 
inside of the stage 3 box. For a variety of 
reasons, the box doesn’t provide the comfort, 
or relief that it does for others. They begin to 
think “what’s wrong with me?” If they question 
the directions from the box. 

This leads to people starting to look outside 
the box and recognizing that there are other 
boxes. They start to critically examine their 
beliefs on their own and they often become 
angry, or disillusioned with their former faith. 

The irony is that stage 3 people usually feel 
that stage 4 people have become apostate, or 
“led astray”, without knowing what the stage 4 
person’s struggles have truly been, when in 
reality the stage 4 person begins to feel like 
they can move forward. 

At this stage it is hard for either the stage 3 or 
stage 4 person to avoid all or nothing thinking 
which only drives a further divide between the 
two stages. 

NOTES:
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Stages of Faith Development
Stage 5 Conjunctive Faith People do 

not usually 
get to this 
stage until 
their early 
30s.

It’s rare for people to reach this stage before 
midlife because typically there needs to be 
some significant amount of time in stage 3 to 
have the positive experiences of their faith 
community to draw from. 

This is the point when people start to realize 
the paradoxes in life…they have begun to 
shed the “what’s wrong with me” story and 
began to embrace the story of life more as a 
mystery, they can re-visit, and re-examine 
sacred stories and symbols from their faith 
community now and appreciate the positive 
experiences without feeling either stuck in a 
theological box, or feeling like they are going 
to be swayed by criticism from both stage 3 or 
stage 4 believers. 

Stage 5 is a place full of empathy, Christ-like 
love, compassion and it is a place where the 
stage 5 believer is not out to change the stage 
3 believers minds, or try to convince the stage 
4 person that they are wrong either. 

They’ve been there, and they understand the 
need to go through those experiences to fully 
appreciate stage 5!

NOTES:
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Stages of Faith Development
Stage 6 Universalizing 

Faith
It is a rare 
person who 
reaches this 
stage of 
faith.

People at this stage can become important 
religious teachers because they have the 
ability to relate to anyone at any stage and 
from any faith. They are able to relate without 
condescension but at the same time are able 
to challenge the assumptions that those of 
other stages might have.

Few people are ever able to reach this stage 
as those who do live their lives in full service 
of others without worries or doubts. Typically 
people like Jesus, Buddha, Gandhi, and 
Mother Teresa are thought of when stage 6 
examples are given.  

NOTES:
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