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Death and Spiritual Direction
Jana Troutman-Miller, MA, BCC

What we will talk about
•
•
•

Getting Comfortable with Death
3 Elevated Relationships to Death
Spiritual Direction and Death

1

10/4/2019

Getting
Comfortable
with Death

You are
going to
die!
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The Story of the Merchant’s Servant
Death, Dying & Dessert, pg.35

A merchant in Baghdad sends his servant to the marketplace
for provisions.
Shortly, the servant comes home white and trembling and
tells him that in the marketplace he was jostled by a woman,
whom he recognized as Death, and she made a threatening
gesture.
Borrowing the merchant’s horse, he flees at top speed to
Samarra, a distance of about 75 miles, where he believes
Death will not find him.
The merchant then goes to the marketplace and finds Death,
and asks why she made the threatening gesture.
She replies, “that was not a threatening gesture, it was only a
start of surprise. I was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for
I had an appointment with him tonight in Samarra.”

If you had 5 minutes left to live
would you:
A.
B.

C.

Fight and fear the inevitable?
Not want to know and go on
without having a chance to prepare?
Spend it doing something amazing
and consciously?
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Getting Comfortable with Death
•
•

Not macabre or suicidal
It allows us to live more
consciously.

For Death
John O’Donohue
To Bless the Space Between Us

From the moment you were born,
Your death has walked beside you.
Though it seldom shows its face,
You still feel its empty touch
When fear invades your life,
Or what you love is lost
Or inner damage is incurred
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For Death
John O’Donohue
To Bless the Space Between Us

Yet when destiny draws you
Into these spaces of poverty,
And your heart stays generous
Until some door opens into the light,
You are quietly befriending your death;
So that you will have no need to fear
When your time comes to turn and leave.

For Death
John O’Donohue
To Bless the Space Between Us

That silent presence of your death
Would call your life to attention,

Wake you up to how scarce your time is
And the urgency to become free
And equal to the call of your destiny.
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For Death
John O’Donohue
To Bless the Space Between Us

That you would gather yourself
And decide carefully
How you now can live
The life you would love
To look back on
From your deathbed.

People die the way they live.
•

•

If you are filled with fear and regret at
our death it is most often because you
were filled with fear and regret in your
life.
If you are filled with peace and
acceptance at our death it is most
often because we are filled with peace
and acceptance in your life.
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“Death happens but once, yet
we feel it every moment of our
lives; it is worse to dread it than
to suffer it.”
Jean de la Bruyere

“Ram Dass teaches that what
worries us today will worry us on
our death beds, suggesting that
what we resolved in life will no
longer be a source or worry in our dying.
If we have developed some comfort
with the idea that death is an
integral part of life, we will approach
death with greater equanimity.”
Wise Aging, pg. 263
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Getting Comfortable with Death
•
•
•

The gift of a conscious death.
The gift of a conscious life.
Helps us get out of the way
when we journey with others.
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3 Elevated
Relationships
to Death
Tibetan Buddhism

3 Elevated Relationships to Death
1.
2.
3.

No Regret
No Fear
Look Forward to the Moment
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1st Elevated Relationship to Death

No Regret
•
•
•
•
•

Life has been full.
Make your amends.
Forgive others.
Say your goodbyes.
Be satisfied with what you
have accomplished.

“Do not go gentle into
that good night,
Old age should burn and rave
at close of day;
Rage, rage against the
dying of the light.”
Dylan Thomas
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“Death is not extinguishing the
light; it is only putting out
the lamp because the dawn
has come.”
Rabindranath Tagore

2nd Elevated Relationship to Death

No Fear
•

Admit what makes us afraid
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Pain
Dependency
Loss of control
Dementia
Poverty
Loss of dignity
Unknown
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Rabbi Nachman appeared to
Rava in a dream. Rava asked
him, “was death painful?” Rabbi
Nachman replied, “It was like a
hair being drawn from milk. But if
the Holy One were to say to me,
‘Go to that world and be as you
were before,’ I would not want
that. Fear of death is so great.”
Talmud, Mo’ed Katan
Wise Aging, pg. 251

2nd Elevated Relationship to Death

No Fear
•

•

•
•

Come to terms with these
emotions.
Get to know the process of
death.
Prepare AND Surrender
Suffering = Pain x Resistance
Shinzen Young
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“It is necessary to meditate
early, and often, on the art of
dying to succeed later in doing
it properly just once.”
Umberto Eco

“Death is the one thing in life
that we don’t have to do.
We just have to get out of
the way and let it happen.”
Andrew Holecek
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If you die before you die,
then when you die
you will not die.
Inscribed in a wall to a monastery
on Mt. Athos

3rd Elevated Relationship to Death

Look Forward to the Moment
•
•
•

It is not our greatest obstacle.
It is our greatest opportunity.
Go from:
“Oh Shit!”
to “Oh Wow!” (A. Holecek)
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“Oh wow.
Oh wow.
Oh wow.”
Steve Jobs’ last words.

“It concerns the death of Anna
Katharina Ehmer, a 26-year-old
woman with severe mental
disabilities who lived in an
institution for people with mental
disorders, and who had allegedly
never spoken a single word during
her life. Yet, she was reported to
have sung dying songs for a half
hour before she died.”

Dr. Michael Nahm
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Spiritual Direction
and Death

Spiritual Direction and Death
•

•

•

All of your directees are going to die,
can we talk about it before a
diagnosis?
Allow them to be and feel whatever
it is they need to be and feel.
Don’t try to take them where they
aren’t ready or willing to go.
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Spiritual Direction and Death
Give them a safe place to name and
release their regrets and fears.
Help them prepare.

•

•

•
•
•
•

Write letters to loved ones.
Create a wish list of how they want to die.
Help them to share with others.
Explore meaningful rituals.

So they can surrender.

•

Spiritual Direction and Death
•

•

Give them a place to talk about their
fears, beliefs, anticipations, hopes
of what comes next.
You don’t have to have the right
answer!
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Responding to his student’s
query about what happens
after one dies, the Zen master
said “I don’t know.” “But you
are a Zen Master!” complained
his disciple. “Yes,” said the
teacher, “but I am not a dead
Zen master.”
Wise Aging
Pg. 275

Spiritual Direction and Death
•

Use your tools!
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Interior Castle
Dark Night
Ignatian Spirituality
Mystics
Jungian Archetypes
Dreams
Mindfulness
Poetry
Labyrinth

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Scripture
Music
Nature
Metaphor
The Abiding Image
Meditation
Art
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Sculpture
The Edge of England
- Cornelia Parker

Painting
Equality Before Death
- William Adolph
Bouguereau

20

10/4/2019

Public Memorials
Britain’s WWI Memorial
-

Nature
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Gone From My Sight
Henry Jackson Van Dyke

I am standing upon the seashore. A ship, at my side,
spreads her white sails to the moving breeze and starts
for the blue ocean. She is an object of beauty and strength.
I stand and watch her until, at length, she hangs like a speck
of white cloud just where the sea and sky come to mingle with each other.
Then, someone at my side says, "There, she is gone."
Gone where?
Gone from my sight. That is all. She is just as large in mast,
hull and spar as she was when she left my side.
And, she is just as able to bear her load of living freight to her destined port.
Her diminished size is in me -- not in her.
And, just at the moment when someone says, "There, she is gone,"
there are other eyes watching her coming, and other voices
ready to take up the glad shout, "Here she comes!"
And that is dying...
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Thoughts?
Questions?
Concerns?

Books and Resources on Death and Grief
Can We Talk About Something More Pleasant?: A Memoir, Roz Chast
The Cure for Sorrow: A Book of Blessings for Times of Grief, Jan Richardson
Death, Dying & Dessert: Reflections on 20 Questions About Dying, Susan Abel Lieberman, Ph.D.
Death Cafes http://deathcafe.com/
The Etiquette of Illness: What to Say When You Can’t Find the Words, Susan P. Halpern
Graceful Passages: A Companion for Living and Dying
Holding Space: On Loving, Dying, and Letting Go, Amy Wright Glenn
The Next Place, Waren Hanson
On Using Henri Nouwen’s The Inner Voice of Love http://www.stevestutz.com/blog/on-using-henri-nouwens-the-inner-voice-oflove-a-journey-through-anguish-to-freedom-to-process-grief-loss-and-coping-with-death
Passages in Caregiving: Turning Chaos into Confidence, Gail Sheehy
Preparing to Die: Practical Advice and Spiritual Wisdom from the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition,

48

Andrew Holecek

Wise Aging: Living with Joy, Resilience, & Spirit, Rabbi Rachel Cowan & Dr. Linda Thal
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Grief and Spiritual Direction
The Rev. Jana Troutman-Miller, MA, BCC

What we will talk about
•
•
•

The Journey of Grief
Companions On the Journey
Spiritual Direction and Grief

1

10/4/2019

The Journey
of Grief

The Journey of Grief – What do we grieve?
•
•
•
•
•
•

A death
An impending death
Divorce
Relocation
Job loss
A close relationship has ended

2

10/4/2019

The Journey of Grief – What do we grieve?
• Living with a disability or a
serious illness
• Postponed grief
• Community and global losses
• Spiritual losses
• Existential crisis

The Journey of Grief – What does it feel like?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sadness
Anger
Fear
Relief
Resentment
Uncertainty
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The Journey of Grief – What does it feel like?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Shock
Physical pain
Denial
Depression
Self pity
Isolation
Panic/anxiety

The Journey of Grief – What does it feel like?
•
•
•
•
•

Numbness
Guilt
Holding in feelings
Change in interests
Being okay
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“I sat with my
anger long enough,
until she told me
her real name was
grief.”

The Valley of the Shadow of Grief
Death
Illness
Job Loss
Divorce
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The Valley of the Shadow of Grief
The
“Event”

Healing

Shock
Anger
Sadness
Unknown
Relief
Fear
Guilt
Isolation
Despair
Despair
Shock Anger

The Valley of the Shadow of Grief
The
“Event”

Grief

Healing
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The Valley of the Shadow of Grief
The
“Event”

Grief

Healing

Despair
Shock Anger

The Valley of the Shadow of Grief
The
“Event”

Healing
Hope
Joy
Blessing

Shock
Anger
Sadness
Unknown
Relief
Fear
Guilt
Isolation
Despair

Acceptance
Understanding
Faith
Community
Comfort
Trust

Despair
Shock Anger
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The Valley of the Shadow of Grief

The
“Event”

Healing

Grief is NOT
•
•
•
•

Something to get over.
Something that has “closure”.
A series of prescribed stages.
Something that ends in “getting
back to normal”.
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https://www.facebook.com/bbctwo/vi
deos/2170954869790560/?t=12

Companions On
the Journey
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Companions On the Journey
•

•

•
•

Allow them to be and feel whatever
it is they need to be and feel.
Don’t try to take them where they
aren’t ready to go.
Be aware of your tone of voice.
Be aware of your words.

What NOT to Say
• I know just how you feel.
• We are never given more than we
can handle.
• It is God’s will.
• You must be strong for your
children/spouse/friends/health.
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What NOT to Say
• She lived a good, long life and it
was her time to die.
• It will be fine.
• You’ll be ok.
• Don’t worry.
• It isn’t so bad.

What TO Say
• I don’t know what to say.
• How is it going today?
• I don’t know how you feel, but I
know it hurts.
• If you have something in your own
life that relates, share if it is
appropriate.
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What TO Say
• What is this like for you?
• What can I be doing for you?
• Anytime you want to talk, I
would be glad to listen.
• I see all you do to keep going.
• I see how your life is changed by
this.

What TO Say
•
•
•
•
•
•

I’m here with you.
Let the tears come.
I am so sad for you.
Yes, this is very hard.
Sigh.
Nothing.
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Companions On the Journey
•

•

•

•
•

Give them a safe place to be.
Allow them to be and feel whatever
it is they need to be and feel.
Give them a place to say their
goodbyes.
Provide a space for ritual.
Be aware of complicated grief.

Complicated Grief
•
•
•
•

Absent, delayed or inhibited grief.
Distorted grief.
Incongruent affect.
Pain + Resistance=Suffering
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Complicated Grief
• Chronic grief.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alcohol and other drug problems
Depression
Anxiety
Sleep problems
Physical illnesses
Suicidal

• Refer!

Spiritual Direction
and Grief
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Spiritual Direction and Grief
•

Use your tools!
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Interior Castle
Dark Night
Ignatian Spirituality
Mystics
Jungian Archetypes
Dreams
Mindfulness
Poetry
Labyrinth

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Scripture
Music
Nature
Metaphor
The Abiding Image
Meditation
Art

Melancholy,
Albert Gyorgy
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Wabi-Sabi art,
beauty in the imperfect, impermanent, and incomplete

May We All Heal,
Joy Simon
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Rising Cairne,
Celeste Roberge
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The Day Before Parting,
Jozef Israels, c1862
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Death in the Sickroom,
Edvard Munch, 1893

Oak Fractured by Lightning,
Maxim Vorobiev, 1842
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Heavy
Mary Oliver
That time
I thought I could not
Go any closer to grief
Without dying.
I went closer,
and I did not die.
Surely God
had his hand in this
as well as friends.
Still, I was bent,
and my laughter,
as the poet said,
was nowhere to be found.
Then said my friend, Daniel,
(brave even among lions),
“It’s not the weight you carry
but how you carry it –
books, bricks, grief –
it’s all in the way
you embrace it, balance it, carry it

when you cannot, and would not,
put it down.”
So I went practicing.
Have you noticed?
Have you heard
the laughter
that comes, now and again,
out of my startled mouth?
How I linger
to admire, admire, admire
the things of this world
that are kind, and maybe
also troubled –
roses in the wind,
the sea geese on the
steep waves
a love
to which there is no reply?”

Spiritual Direction and Grief
•

•
•

What is the spiritual impact on their
lives?
Meaning making.
In time, explore how this fits into
their whole self.
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Spiritual Director and Grief
•

•
•

You don’t have to have the right
answer!
You don’t have the right answer!
Be in touch with your own griefs.

Spiritual Direction and Grief
•

Help them to honor the whole journey.

Death
Illness
Job Loss
Divorce
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Spiritual Direction and Grief
•

Help them to honor the whole journey.

Life

The Hardest Blessing – Jan Richardson,
The Cure for Sorrow
If we cannot
lay aside the wound,
then let us say
it will not always
bind us.
Let us say
the damage
will not eternally
determine our path.
Let us say
the line of our life
will not always travel
along the places
we are torn.

Let us say
that forgiveness
can take some practice,
can take some patience,
can take a long
and struggling time.

Let us say
that to offer
the hardest blessing
we will need
the deepest grace;
that to forgive
the sharpest pain,
we will need
new strength
for every day.

Let us say
the wound
will not be
our final home –
that through it
runs a road,
a way we would not
have chosen
but on which
we will finally see
forgiveness,
so long practiced,
coming toward us,
shining with the joy
so well deserved.

44
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Thoughts?
Questions?
Concerns?

Books and Resources on Death and Grief
Can We Talk About Something More Pleasant?: A Memoir, Roz Chast
The Cure for Sorrow: A Book of Blessings for Times of Grief, Jan Richardson
Death, Dying & Dessert: Reflections on 20 Questions About Dying, Susan Abel Lieberman, Ph.D.
Death Cafes http://deathcafe.com/
The Etiquette of Illness: What to Say When You Can’t Find the Words, Susan P. Halpern
Graceful Passages: A Companion for Living and Dying
Holding Space: On Loving, Dying, and Letting Go, Amy Wright Glenn
The Next Place, Waren Hanson
On Using Henri Nouwen’s The Inner Voice of Love http://www.stevestutz.com/blog/on-using-henri-nouwens-the-inner-voice-oflove-a-journey-through-anguish-to-freedom-to-process-grief-loss-and-coping-with-death
Passages in Caregiving: Turning Chaos into Confidence, Gail Sheehy
Preparing to Die: Practical Advice and Spiritual Wisdom from the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition,

46

Andrew Holecek

Wise Aging: Living with Joy, Resilience, & Spirit, Rabbi Rachel Cowan & Dr. Linda Thal
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Fowler’s
Stages of Faith3

Personality
Development
Infant
0-1

Undifferentiated Faith
(Pre-Stage)
 Love

 Trust vs. Mistrust
 Full reliance on caregiver  Faith=basic needs being
met
 Primary relationship with

Faith is in caregiver,
mother
which can later translate
 Child and caregiver are
into how they will
one
2
experience God
 Needs Mirroring
 Attachment established at
this time
 “Can I trust the world?”
1

Trust
Safety
Prayer
Blessings
Parent’s needs met
1
Hope
Attachment
Connection
(undifferentiation)
1

Will
Trust
Self-sufficiency
Someone to protect
them
 Someone to look up to
 Exploration
 Boundaries

Interventions









Mirroring
Prayer
Gentle touch
Music
Ministry to parents
Baptism
Blessing
“When the infant
encounters love, he or
she encounters God.” –
Lewis Joseph Sherrill










Play
Touch
Music
Storytelling
Mirroring
Protection
Good role model
Encouragement

Pre-Stage: 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. 9

Early Childhood
3-7
 Initiative vs. Guilt
 More aware of world
 Play used to explore
social roles
 Persistent questioning
 Make up fantasy stories,
invisible friends
 Interact and cooperate
socially while still having
parental attachment
 Learning right from
wrong, good from bad
 “Is it ok for me to do,
move and act?”















Toddler
1-3
 Autonomy vs. Shame &
1
Doubt
 Wants to be on own, but
experiences “NO”
 Primary relationship with
parents
 Needs Mirroring and
2
Idealizing
 Doesn’t get everything
they want
 Begins to realize they are
separate from parent
 “Is it ok to be me?”

Spiritual Needs

Intuitive-Projective
Faith
(Stage 1)

1






 Imaginative
questioning
 Acceptance
 Safety
 Courage
 Independence
1
 Purpose
 Role models
 Praise

 Receive questions as
sincere
 Answer questions
honestly
 Encourage exploration
 Patience
 Play
 Expressive media
 Role modeling
 Give praise

Fantasy filled
Imitative
Influenced by caregivers
Experience the world in
images from stories
 Images can be long
lasting
 Become more aware of:
· Self
· Others
· Death
Stage 1: The cognitive development of children of this age is such that they are
unable to think abstractly and are generally unable to see the world from anyone
else's perspective. As Robert Keeley writes: "These children cannot think like a
scientist, consider logical arguments, or think through complex ideas."
Faith is not a thought-out set of ideas, but instead a set of impressions that are
largely gained from their parents or other significant adults in their lives. In this
way children become involved with the rituals of their religious community by
experiencing them and learning from those around them. 9
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1

Personality
Development

Fowler’s
Stages of Faith

Childhood
7-12

Mythic-Literal Faith
(Stage 2)

 Industry vs. Inferiority
2
 Need Twinship to feel that
others are like them
 Value systems change
 Behavior increasingly
influenced by peers
 New expectations – they
now represent the family
 Begin to compare
themselves to others
 Evaluates self as others
evaluate them
 Have rigid standards of
right and wrong
 “Can I make it in the world
of people and things?”
st
 1 Hindu Stage of The
4
Student
1

 Beliefs come from
community
 Symbols have literal
meaning
 Stories, drama and myth
give meaning to experience
 Right/wrong, Good, bad
 Sin
 Works righteousness

Spiritual Needs
 Acceptance by
community
 Identify with world
around them
 Answers
1
 Competence
 Responsibility
 Self-Confidence
 Discover interests
and abilities

Interventions
 Relate and identify with
storytelling
 Books
 Fantasy
 Expressive media
 Encourage self- expression
 Honesty

Stage 2: Children at this age are able to start to work out the difference between verified
facts and things that might be more fantasy or speculation.
At this age children's source of religious authority starts to expand past parents and trusted
adults to others in their community like teachers and friends.
Like the previous stage, faith is something to be experienced. At this stage it is because
children think in concrete and literal ways. Faith becomes the stories told and the rituals
practiced.
Later in this stage children begin to have the capacity to understand that others might have
different beliefs than them. 9

Adolescence
12-20
 Identity vs. Role
1
Confusion
 Accept changes in body
and appearance
 Develop appropriate
relationships
 Become more
independent from parents
and adults
 Develop morals, attitudes
and values needed for
functioning in society
 Emotional and mood
changes
 Clashes with authority
 Peer group plays a critical
role
 Becomes capable of
abstract thinking
 Persistent arguing and
pretended wisdom
 Begin to rethink matters of
life learned from parents
 “Who am I and what can I
be?”
st
 1 Hindu Stage of The
4
Student

Synthetic-Conventional
Faith
(Stage 3)
 World extends beyond family
 Literalism breaks down with
realities
 Beliefs are held without
reflection, but are unaware of
this
 Autonomy and judgment can
be jeopardized
 Betrayals can lead to despair
 Beliefs seen in black and
white










To be heard
Conform/belong
Need to be right
Need to be understood
Autonomy
Expanded boundaries
1
Fidelity
Reconciling “the person
one has come to be” and
“the person society
expects one to become.”







Listen
Non-judgmental
Affirm need to belong
Expressive media
Encourage self
expression
 Explore and clarify
values
 Honesty
 Authenticity

Stage 3: Unlike previous stages, people at this stage are able to think abstractly. What were
once simple unrelated stories and rituals can now be seen as a more cohesive narrative
about values and morals. With abstract thinking comes the ability to see layers of meaning
in the stories, rituals and symbols of their faith.
At this stage people start to have the ability to see things from someone else's perspective.
This means that they can also imagine what others think about them and their faith.
People at this stage claim their faith as their own instead of just being what their family
does. However, the faith that is claimed is usually still the faith of their family.
Issues of religious authority are important to people at this stage. For younger adolescents,
that authority still resides mostly with their parents and important adults. For older
adolescents and adults in this stage, authority resides with friends and religious community.
For all people in this stage, religious authority resides mostly outside of them personally. 9
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Personality
Development

Fowler’s
Stages of Faith

Early Adult
20-40

SyntheticConventional Faith
(Stage 3)

 Intimacy vs. Isolation
 Establish relationships
 Commitment to
something
 Competencies
 Educational choices
 Marital choices
 Vocational choices
 Commitment of oneself
to a specific way in life
 Find place in society
 Gain roles that define
identity
 May give up much
sought independence for
marriage
 May become parent and
undergo personality
reorientation as child
grows
 “Can I love?”
st
 1 Hindu Stage of The
4
Student
nd
 2 Hindu Stage of The
5
Householder
1

Middle Adult
40-65
 Generativity vs.
1
Stagnation
 More stable and
comfortable
 Height of career
 Growing children
 Aging parents
 “Midlife crisis”
 “Prime of life”
 Life-style changes occur
because of other
changes – physical,
family
 “Can I make my life
count?”
nd
 2 Hindu Stage of The
5
Householder

 Beliefs seen in black
and white
 Beliefs have not been
challenged or critically
examined
 Average church goer
 Hold on to tradition
 Different beliefs can be
difficult to understand
or accept

Transition
(Between Stages
3 and 4)
 Beliefs begin to be
challenged
 Begin to reflect on
beliefs
 Need to make beliefs
authentic

IndividuativeReflective Faith
(Stage 4)
 Takes responsibility for
own beliefs
 Struggles between
relative and absolute
 Can become rigid as a
critical thinker

Spiritual Needs








Interventions

Establish own identity
Intimacy
Compromises
Belonging
Stability
Community
Tradition

 Listening
 Meet them where they
are at
 Prayer
 Scripture
 Understanding
 Connection with faith
group

 Explore beliefs
 Safety
 Transitioning from:
- groups to individual
faith
- unexamined beliefs
to critical reflections
- rigid absolutes to
relativity

 Encourage exploration
 Support spiritual
inquiries
 Encourage self
reflection
 Listening
 Understanding

 Individual meaning of
symbols
 Cynicism
 Continued exploration
of and reflection on
beliefs and meaning

 Affirm their journey
 Companionship
 Meet them where they
are at
 Listening
 Understanding

Stage 4: This stage usually starts in late adolescence (18 to 22 years old).
However Robert Keeley points out that "people of many generations experience
the kind of dissonance that comes with the real questions of faith that one begins
to address at this stage of development."
People in this stage start to question their own assumptions around the faith
tradition.
Along with questioning their own assumptions about their faith, people at this stage
start to question the authority structures of their faith.
This is often the time that someone will leave their religious community if the
answers to the questions they are asking are not to their liking.
Greater maturity is gained by rejecting some parts of their faith while affirming
other parts. In the end, the person starts to take greater ownership of their own
9
faith journey.
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3

Personality
Development

Fowler’s
Stages of Faith
Conjunctive Faith
(Stage 5)

Spiritual Needs
 Recognizing the “self”
 Use of symbol
 Recognition of one’s
social unconscious
 Unify opposites in
mind
 Integration

Interventions





Companionship
Listening
Understanding
Ask them what they
need

 Becomes comfortable
in their beliefs and in
the beliefs of others
 Accepting of their
beliefs and others
 Comfortable with
ambiguity of beliefs
Stage 5: This stage is when the struggles and questioning of stage four give way
to a more comfortable place. Some answers have been found and the person at
this stage is comfortable knowing that all the answers might not be easily found.

Early Adult

Middle Adult
(continued)

In this stage, the strong need for individual self-reflection gives way to a sense of
the importance of community in faith development.
People at this stage are also much more open to other people's faith perspectives.
This is not because they are moving away from their faith but because they have a
realization that other people's faiths might inform and deepen their own. 9

Universalizing Faith
(Stage 6)





 Unwavering
commitment
 Unity
 Generosity
 Authority
 Openness
 Living out beliefs

 Companionship
 Listening
 Ask them what they
need

Becomes disciplined
Becomes an activist
Becomes an incarnator
Very few attain this
stage
 Ghandi, Mthr Teresa,
MLK Jr., Wiesel,
Carter
Stage 6: It is a rare person who reaches this stage of faith.

James Fowler describes people at this stage as having "a special grace that
makes them seem more lucid, more simple, and yet somehow more fully human
than the rest of us."
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.
People at this stage cherish life but also do not hold on to life too tightly. They put
their faith in action, challenging the status quo and working to create justice in the
world. 9

Any stage

 Confronting life’s
changes
 Giving to next
generation
 Contribute to society
 Life review
 Search for meaning
1
 Love
1
 Care
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 Give support for the
changes, challenges
and limits of life
 Explore meaning
making
 Ask them what they
need

4

Personality
Development

Fowler’s
Stages of Faith

Mature Adult
65-80

SyntheticConventional Faith
(Stage 3)

 Ego Integrity vs. Despair
 Critical transition of
retirement
 Moving toward
completion of life cycle
 Must adapt to changing
physical abilities
 Experience is biologically
driven
 Increased wisdom
 Passing on of wisdom
 Loss of health, friends,
family, independence
 “Is it ok to have been
me?”
rd
 3 Hindu stage of The
6
Forest Dweller

1

Elder
80+
 Erikson’s stages in
1
reverse
 Moving toward
completion of life cycle
 Must adapt to changing
physical abilities
 Experience is biologically
driven
 Increased wisdom
 Passing on of wisdom
 Loss of health, friends,
family, independence
 “How do I finish well?”
th
 4 Hindu stage of The
7
Wandering Beggar

 Beliefs seen in black
and white
 Beliefs have not been
challenged or critically
examined
 Hold on to tradition
 Different beliefs can be
difficult to understand
or accept

IndividuativeReflective Faith
(Stage 4)

Spiritual Needs














Limitations of aging
Opportunities of aging
End of life issues
Search for meaning
Discovery of new life
“Who am I now?”
1
Wisdom
Trust
Hope
Security
Stability
Reassurance that
their life was well
lived
 Work through regrets

Interventions
 Encourage life review
 Listening
 Encourage self
expression
 Grief work for losses
 Explore eventual death
 Facilitate meaning
 Sacred texts
 Ritual
 Honesty
 Respect

 Takes responsibility
 for own beliefs
 Struggles between
relative and absolute
 Can become rigid as a
critical thinker

Conjunctive Faith
(Stage 5)
 Becomes comfortable
in their beliefs and in
the beliefs of others
 Accepting of
themselves and others
 Is comfortable with
ambiguity of faith

Universalizing Faith
(Stage 6)
 Becomes disciplined
 Becomes an activist
 Becomes an incarnator

















Comfort
Free from pain
Reassurance
Compassion
Companionship
Security
Safety
Trust
Familiarity
Nurture
Routine
Respect
Solitude
Farewells
Ritual
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Spiritual Development &
Spiritual Direction
Jana Troutman-Miller, MA, BCC

What we will talk about today
Stages of Faith
Personality Development
Spiritual Needs & Spiritual
Interventions
Spiritual Development in
Spiritual Direction
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Why Stages of Spiritual Development
for Spiritual Direction?
Helps us assess what our client’s
spirituality looked like in the past.
Helps us get a picture of what their
spirituality looks like now.
Helps them set goals for where they
want to be in their spiritual lives.

Personality
Development

2
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Infant
0-1

Infant 0-1
►
►
►
►
►
►

Full reliance on caregiver.
Primary relationship with mother.
Child and caregiver are one.
Needs “mirroring”.
Attachment established at this time.
“Can I trust the world?”
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Toddler
1-3

Toddler 1-3
►
►
►
►
►
►

Wants to be on own, but experiences “NO”.
Primary relationship with parents.
Doesn’t get everything they want.
Needs “mirroring” and “idealizing”.
Begins to realize they are separate from parent.
“Is it ok to be me?”
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Early Childhood
3-7

Early Childhood 3-7
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

More aware of the world.
Play used to explore social roles.
Persistent questioning.
Make up fantasy stories, invisible friends.
Interact and cooperate socially while still
having parental attachment.
Learning right from wrong, good bad.
“Is it ok for me to do, move and act?”
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Childhood
7-12

Childhood 7-12
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Need Twinship to feel that others are like them.
Value systems change.
Behavior increasingly influenced by peers.
New expectations – they now represent the family.
Begin to compare themselves to others.
Evaluates self as others evaluate them.
Have rigid standards of right and wrong.
“Can I make it in the world of people and things?”
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The Student
1st Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The duties of the student – the first stage – are to submit
himself to a teacher and to accumulate wisdom. Pleasure
in the present is sacrificed for the sake of power and
pleasure in the future.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.

Adolescence
12-20(ish)

7
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Adolescence 12-20 (ish)
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Accept changes in body and appearance.
Develop appropriate relationships.
Become more independent from parents and adults.
Develop morals, attitudes and values needed for
functioning in society.
Emotional and mood changes.
Clashes with authority.
Peer group plays a critical role.
Becomes capable of abstract thinking.
Persistent arguing and pretended wisdom.
Begin to rethink matters of life learned from parents.
“Who am I and what can I be?”

The Student
1st Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The duties of the student – the first stage – are to submit
himself to a teacher and to accumulate wisdom. Pleasure
in the present is sacrificed for the sake of power and
pleasure in the future.”

The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.
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Early Adult
20(ish)-40

Early Adult 20 (ish)- 40
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Establish relationships.
Commitment to something.
Competencies.
Educational, marital, vocational choices.
Commitment of oneself to a specific way in life.
Find place in society.
Gain roles that define identity.
May give up much sought independence for marriage.
May become parent and undergo personality
reorientation as child grows.
“Can I love?”
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The Student
1st Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The duties of the student – the first stage – are to submit
himself to a teacher and to accumulate wisdom. Pleasure
in the present is sacrificed for the sake of power and
pleasure in the future.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.

The Householder
2nd Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The next stage is that of the householder, whose duties
are to amass wealth and power for his family and to
experience for himself all the sensual pleasures of life.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.
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Middle Adult
40-65

Middle Adult 40-65
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

More stable and comfortable.
Height of career.
Life-style changes occur because of other changes
– physical, family.
Growing children.
Aging parents.
“Midlife crisis”.
“Prime of life”.
“Can I make my life count?”
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The Householder
2nd Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The next stage is that of the householder, whose duties
are to amass wealth and power for his family and to
experience for himself all the sensual pleasures of life.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.

Mature Adult
65-80

12
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Mature Adult 65-80
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Critical transition of retirement.
Moving toward completion of life cycle.
Must adapt to changing physical abilities.
Experience is biologically driven.
Increased wisdom.
Passing on of wisdom.
Loss of health, friends, family, independence.
“Is it ok to have been me?”

The Forest Dweller
3rd Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The third stage, that of the forest dweller, is the time
for self-realization. His retreat from the world may be
literal – into a forest – or it may not be. This is a time of
scaling down but not of complete austerity and
abnegation. The forest dweller, under no obligation to
give up the companionship of a spouse, has the duty to
prepare his spirit for the stage in which spirit will be all he
has.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.
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Elder
80+

Elder 80+
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Moving toward completion of life cycle.
Must adapt to changing physical abilities.
Experience is biologically driven.
Increased wisdom.
Passing on of wisdom.
Loss of health, friends, family, independence.
“How do I finish well?”
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The Wandering Beggar
4th Stage in Hindu Tradition
“The final stage is that of the wandering beggar, who has no
home at all and heads into the world alone, with nothing but
a begging bowl, dependent on strangers for everything.
This stage is voluntary, and not everyone is spiritually
capable of it. Those who undertake it must be strong souls.
But such wanderers are revered as sacred. They are
sadhus, holy pilgrims. They only obligation is to take as little
from others as they can before they disappear.”
The Forest Dweller and the Beggar, by Phyllis Rose.

Stages
of Faith

15
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0

Undifferentiated
Faith

Pre-Stage: Undifferentiated Faith
►
►

Faith = basic needs being met.
Faith is in caregiver = Experience of God.

16
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1

Intuitive-Protective
Faith

Stage 1: Intuitive-Protective Faith
►
►
►
►
►

►

Fantasy filled.
Imitative.
Influenced by caregivers.
Experience the world in images and stories.
Images can be long lasting.
Becoming more aware of:
► Self
► Others
► Death

17
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2

Mythical-Literal
Faith

Stage 2: Mythical-Literal Faith
►
►
►
►

►
►

Beliefs come from community.
Symbols have literal meaning.
Stories, drama, and myth give meaning
to experience.
Right/Wrong, Good/Bad.
Sin.
Works righteousness.

18
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Synthetic-Conventional
Faith

3
Stage 3: Synthetic-Conventional
Faith
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

►
►

World extends beyond family.
Literalism breaks down with realities.
Beliefs are held without reflection, but
unaware of this.
Autonomy and judgement can be jeopardized.
Betrayals can lead to despair.
Beliefs seen in black and white.
Beliefs have not been challenged or critically
examined.
Hold on to tradition.
Different beliefs can be difficult to understand
or accept.
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Transitional Stage

3 4
Transitional Stage
►

Beliefs begin to be challenged.

►

Begin to reflect on beliefs.

►

Need to make beliefs authentic.

20
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4

Individuative-Reflective
Faith

Stage 4: Individuative-Reflective
Faith
►

Takes responsibility for own beliefs.

►

Struggles between relative and absolute.

►

Can become rigid as a critical thinker.

21
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5

Conjunctive
Faith

Stage 5: Conjunctive Faith
►

Becomes comfortable in their beliefs and in
the beliefs of others.

►

Accepting of their own beliefs and doubts.

►

Accepting of other’s beliefs and doubts.

►

Is comfortable with the ambiguity of faith.

22
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6

Universalizing
Faith

Stage 6: Universalizing Faith
►
►
►

Becomes disciplined.
Becomes an activist.
Becomes an incarnator.
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Spiritual
Needs
&
Interventions

Infant
0-1

0
24
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Infant: Pre-Stage
Spiritual Needs
► Love
► Trust
► Safety
► Prayer
► Blessings
► Parents’ needs met
► Hope
► Attachment
► Connection
(undifferentiation)

Spiritual Intervention
► Mirroring
► Prayer
► Gentle touch
► Music
► Ministry to parents
► Baptism
► Blessing

“When the infant encounters love,
they encounter God.”
Lewis Joseph Sherrill
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Toddler
1-3

0
Toddler: Pre-Stage
Spiritual Needs
Spiritual Intervention
► Will
► Play
► Trust
► Touch
► Self-sufficiency
► Music
► Someone to protect them
► Storytelling
► Someone to look up to
► Mirroring
► Exploration
► Protection
► Boundaries
► Good role model
► Encouragement
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Early Childhood
3-7

1
Early Childhood: Stage 1
Spiritual Needs
► Imaginative questioning
► Acceptance
► Safety
► Courage
► Independence
► Purpose
► Role Models
► Praise

Spiritual Intervention
► Receive questions as
sincere
► Answer questions
honestly
► Encourage exploration
► Patience
► Play
► Expressive media
► Role modeling
► Give praise
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Childhood
7-12

2
Childhood: Stage 2
Spiritual Needs
► Acceptance by
community
► Identify with the world
around them
► Answers
► Competence
► Responsibility
► Self-Confidence
► Discover interests and
abilities

Spiritual Intervention
► Relate and identify with
► Storytelling
► Books
► Fantasy
► Expressive media
► Encourage selfexpression
► Honesty
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Adolescence
12-20(ish)

3
Adolescence: Stage 3
Spiritual Needs
Spiritual Intervention
► To be heard
► Listen
► Conform/belong
► Non-judgmental
► Need to be right
► Affirm need to belong
► Need to be understood
► Expressive media
► Autonomy
► Encourage self
► Expanded boundaries
expression
► Fidelity
► Explore and clarify
► Reconciling “the person
values
one has come to be” and
► Honesty
“the person society
► Authenticity
expects one to become.”
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3

3

Early Adult
20(ish)-40

5

4

Middle Adult
40-65

4

5

6
30
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Early and Middle Adult: Stage 3
Spiritual Needs
► Establish own identity
► Intimacy
► Compromises
► Belonging
► Stability
► Community
► Tradition

Spiritual Intervention
► Listening
► Meet them where they
are at
► Prayer
► Scripture
► Understanding
► Connection with faith
group

Early and Middle Adult: Transition
Spiritual Needs
Spiritual Intervention
► Explore beliefs
► Encourage exploration
► Safety
► Support spiritual inquiries
► Transitioning from:
► Encourage self reflection
► Groups to individual
► Listening
faith
► Understanding
► Unexamined beliefs to
critical reflections
► Rigid absolutes to
relativity
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Early and Middle Adult: Stage 4
Spiritual Needs
► Individual meaning of
symbols
► Cynicism
► Continued exploration of
and reflection on beliefs
and meaning

Spiritual Intervention
► Affirm their journey
► Companionship
► Meet them where they
are at
► Listening
► Understanding

Early and Middle Adult: Any Stage
Spiritual Needs
Spiritual Intervention
► Confronting life’s
► Give support for the
changes
changes, challenges and
► Giving to next generation
limits of life
► Contribute to society
► Explore meaning making
► Life review
► Ask them what they need
► Search for meaning
► Love
► Care
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Middle Adult: Stage 5
Spiritual Needs
► Recognizing the “self”
► Use of symbol
► Recognition of one’s
social unconscious
► Unify opposites in mind
► Integration

Spiritual Intervention
► Companionship
► Listening
► Understanding
► Ask them what they need

Middle Adult: Stage 6
Spiritual Needs
Spiritual Intervention
► Unwavering commitment
► Companionship
► Unity
► Listening Understanding
► Generosity
► Ask them what they need
► Authority
► Openness
► Living out beliefs
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3

Mature Adult
65-80

4

0
1
2

5

6

Mature Adult: Any Stage
Spiritual Needs
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Limitations of aging
Opportunities of aging
End of life issues
Search for meaning
Discovery of new life
“Who am I now?”
Wisdom
Trust
Hope
Security
Stability
Reassurance that their life was
well lived
Work through regrets

Spiritual Intervention
► Encourage life review
► Listening
► Encourage self
expression
► Grief work for losses
► Explore eventual death
► Facilitate meaning
making
► Sacred texts
► Ritual
► Honesty
► Respect
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Elder
80+

3
0
1
2

4

5

6

Elder: Any Stage
Spiritual Needs
► Comfort
►
► Free from pain ►
► Reassurance
►
► Compassion
►
► Companionship ►
► Security
►
► Safety
► Trust
► Familiarity

Spiritual Intervention
► Encourage life review
Nurture
► Listening
Routine
Respect ► Encourage self
expression
Solitude
► Grief work for losses
Farewells
► Explore eventual death
Ritual
► Facilitate meaning
making
► Sacred texts
► Ritual
► Honesty
► Respect
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Using the
Stages in
Spiritual
Direction

How to Use These Stages In Your Practice
►
►

►
►
►

►
►
►

Encourage clients to map out their stages. Let them help you assess
which stage they are in.
Share this information with them. It can be helpful for them to
understand where they have been, where they are and where they are
being called to.
There is no “right” or “wrong” stage to be in.
Age does not necessarily determine stages, rather life circumstances.
One stage is not better than another.
It is not our job to move someone from one stage to another.
Our job is to meet them in the stage they are in and journey with them
wherever they feel called to go.
These stages are not absolutes. They are just another tool to help us
in our own journey and to help us journey with others.
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?
Thoughts?

Questions?

Concerns?

Thank You!
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The Stages of Faith:
Earth, Wind, Fire and Water
November 5, 2018Spiritual DisciplineJames Fowler, Janet Hagberg, stages of faith, way of JesusRod White
www.circleofhope.net/rodwhite/stages-of-faith-earth-wind-fire-water/

One of the best things we have ever tried is the Way of Jesus site where we collect resources
for people developing faith from their first steps to their maturity.
The Way of Jesus follows a faith development model which reflects the wonderful contributions
of Piaget, Erickson and Kohlberg to our understanding of how humans naturally develop. There
is a spiritual development process that moves along with our biological and psychological
growth. We are all on a wonder-filled journey at our own pace. This reality has only become
more interesting as I have aged and I have been eager to find the right metaphors in order to
teach it. A few years ago we decided that the the ancient symbols of Earth, Wind,
Fire, and Water encapsulate, in an organic way, the stages of spiritual development.
A lot is made of the stages of human, biological/psychological development, but less is made of
the spiritual development that accompanies those stages. James Fowler did some great work in
the 1980’s to apply Piaget’s, Erickson’s and others’ work to spiritual development. These days,
the hard edges of these geniuses’ definitions are being softened. Feminist thinkers and nonwestern thinkers add the sense that life is more like a spiral than a straight line. I can go with
them. Janet Hagberg’s works (especially one of my favorites: Real Power) make these stages
applicable to people leading in everyday life. I have gone with her, ever since I first saw her
present her (then new) ideas for the first time.
As a result of learning how to soften and broaden the stages of spiritual development, I am
fond of relating to people according to all their stages of development at the same time. We
still have the baby, the toddler, the elementary kid, and especially the adolescent and early
twentysomething in us. That’s why we might yell, “Stop being such a baby!” even as we all have
the first senses of being fully comfortable in the ocean of grace in which we’re swimming. That
latter fact is why we might say, “That baby’s just a little old man!” We need to keep growing,
but it does not serve us to despise where we are, despise the past, or fear the future. All things
work together for good to those who love God and are called according to his purpose in Jesus
Christ.

A brief look at the stages
The stages of faith have become common thinking among us, as a church. A version of this
chart below is part of our Children’s Plan.

Stage 0/1: The rise of imagination Earth — infants, toddlers, preschool
Young children have a changing, growing and dynamic faith. It’s marked by the rise of
imagination. A young child does not have the kind of logic and language that makes possible or
necessary the questioning of their perceptions or fantasies. Their minds are “religiously
pregnant,” you might say. It is striking how many times experiences and images from before a
child is six have powerful and long-lasting effects on their life of faith, both positive and
negative.
How we love God and others will be colored by how we attached to our parents or other
significant caregivers. I know that one of my images for God is my Grandmother coming clear
from another town with broth for me when I was imprisoned in my room in the dark, sick with
measles. She spooned the broth into my mouth and I can still remember the tenderness and
wonder. It still seems quite supernatural.

Stage Two: Making meaning Earth — school age
Elementary school children usually like stories and tend to be preoccupied with rules (especially
those they violating). They are developing ways to make sense of the world and deal with it.
They can criticize and evaluate their previous stage of imagination and fantasy. The gift of this
stage is narrative. The child now can form and re-tell powerful stories that grasp his or her
experiences of meaning. There is a quality of literalness about this. The child is not yet ready to
step outside the stories and reflect upon their meanings. They take symbols and myths pretty
much at face value, though they may be touched or moved by them at a deeper level. The faith
of a few people remains at this level all their lives.
I have often told the story of my personal miracle at this stage that basically sold me on faith in
God. For others, this is the Sunday School era where they learn the ways of God and their
church. How a church tells their stories: as rules and principles or as loving relationship may
color a child’s understanding the rest of her life. Jesus has often been reduced to a story or a
set of rules and you can see arrested development in the ways of many churches.
People stuck in stage one or two, the “earth” stage, are usually self-centered and often find
themselves in trouble due to their unprincipled living. They are the “You’ll go to hell Christians.”
If they do end up maturing to the next stage in adulthood, it often occurs in a very dramatic
way. Our “Way of Jesus” metaphor acknowledges that a person’s natural faith development
may be like a child’s until they meet Jesus in their twenties or fifties. Not only do we reach
stages of life which begin with baby steps, some of us take first steps of faith when we are
older.

Stage Three: Forming identity Wind — adolescence
This stage typically begins around age 12 or 13. It’s marked by what Piaget calls formal
“operational thinking” which means we now can think and feel about our own thoughts and
feelings or “mentalize.”
Now is the time when a person forms a sense of identity, and is deeply concerned about the
evaluations and feedback from significant other people in his or her life. They pull together
their valued images and convictions and think of themselves as themselves, albeit insecurely.
One of the hallmarks of this stage is how teenagers often compose images of God as extensions
of interpersonal relationships. God is often experienced as Friend, Companion, and Personal
Reality, in relationship in which I’m known deeply and valued.
I think the true religious hunger of adolescence is to have a God who knows me and values me
deeply, and can be a kind of guarantor of my identity and worth in a world where I’m struggling
to find who I can be. That’s why my youth director was so valuable. My parents were not so
sure about my identity as a Christian; they were much more interested in raising a capitalist.
But my youth director affirmed the stirrings of the Spirit in me and encouraged my
differentiation.
People can get stuck in this stage, too. They probably rely on some sort of institution (such as a
church) to give them stability. They become attached to the forms of their religion and their
leaders and get extremely upset when these are called into question once they are set. A good
example is how upset Catholics have been since the abuse scandals surfaced a decade ago. In
2007 they were 24% of the population, in 2016 they we 18% — that’s 20 million people!
At any of the stages from two on you can find adults whose faith is best described by one of
them. Stage Three, thus, the Wind stage when we take first steps in the Spirit, can be a final
adult destination. Many people, in churches and out, can be best described by faith that
essentially took form when they were teenagers. So you can see how Circle of Hope is a new
narrative for many people. For some, it literally hurts to be with us were seem so out of order.
We tell them to leave their precious memories of church, but that teen faith is still strong.
Some people are too afraid, or stubborn like a teenager, and can’t betray it.

Stage Four: Reflective Faith Fire — early adulthood
Stage Four, for those who develop it, is a time in which a person is pushed out of, or steps out
of, the circle of interpersonal relationships and principles that have sustained his life to that
point. Now comes the burden of reflecting upon the self as separate from the groups and the
shared world view that defined them. For many of us: You move to Philadelphia and see what
happens.
We don’t know who discovered water but we know it wasn’t fish. The person in Stage Three is
like the fish sustained by the water. To enter Stage Four means to spring out of the fish tank
and begin to reflect upon the water. Perhaps it feels like out of the frying pan and into the fire.

In therapy this stage often means looking at your “script” and acting outside of it, making a
choice. In marriage, it may mean getting out of the power struggle, uniting to beat our
relational habits, and writing the new, loving narrative we choose. I often admire my clients’
rebellion against the narrative or structure that has throttled their development. Jesus was
super mad at the Pharisees for doing the throttling – he wanted to kindle a fire.
This is the tough stage, often begun in young adulthood, when people start seeing outside “the
box” and realizing there are other “boxes.” They begin to critically examine their beliefs on their
own and often become disillusioned with their former faith. Ironically, the Stage 3 people
sometimes think the Stage 4 people have become “backsliders” when, in reality, they
have moved forward. The stage four people may think they have lost their faith, when they
have just grown up. Those who break out of the previous stage usually do so when they start
seriously questioning things on their own. A lot of the time, this stage ends up being very nonreligious and some people stay that way permanently. Some throw out the baby Jesus with the
bathwater of their changes.
I think my holy dissatisfaction turned to holy differentiation. But it wasn’t without some strange
days. At this stage I kind of blasted out of a very safe cocoon in my mid thirties. Ultimately, the
process led me to Philadelphia and the fun I have been having ever since.
Many people don’t complete this transition, but get caught between three and four. They come
up against “the wall” and don’t get farther. We may be forced over the wall when we lose a job
or a marriage or our childhood faith. Sometimes people stay on an endless loop of the
questions that inhibit their next steps. There is often a lot of concern about “Where do I stop
and you begin? Where does the group I can belong to with conviction and authenticity end and
other groups begin?” We want to fit authentically where we are, according to who we’ve
become. It is not easy to find such a place. We realize we’ll have to build it.

Stage Five: Connective Faith Fire — middle adulthood
Sometime around 35 or 40 or beyond, some people undergo a change to a more conjunctive
faith, which is “adult” faith. What Stage Four worked so hard to get clear and clean in terms of
boundaries and affiliation, Stage Five makes more permeable and porous. As we move into this
stage, we begin to recognize that our unconscious is relative and deep, likewise the universe is
huge. We become comfortable with the fact that much of our behavior is shaped by dimensions
of self and God into which we are just dipping our toes. There is a deepened readiness for a
relationship to God that includes God’s mystery and unavailability and strangeness as well as
God’s closeness and clarity. We are more likely than before to love God for who God is rather
than for who we are.
Stage Five is also a time when a person is also ready to look deeply into the social unconscious
— into those myths, taboos and standards we took in with our mother’s milk which have
powerfully shaped our behavior and reactions. We’re ready and able to re-examine those,
which means we’re ready for a new kind of intimacy with persons and groups that are different
from ourselves. We are ready for allegiances beyond our tribal gods and our tribal taboos.
Stage Five is a period when one is alive to paradox. One understands that truth has many

dimensions which have to be held together in a blessed tension. You can see that,
paradoxically, ones needs a lot of water to sustain this fire.

Stage Six: Embraced and Embracing Faith Water — adulthood
We all have this faith planted in us like a mustard seed. Whether we get to some idealized
maturity, we have all known what the water stage is all about since we were babies. In a sense I
think we can describe this stage as one in which we radically live as though the Kingdom of God
were already a fact, since it is. We experience a shift from the self as the center of experience.
Now our center becomes our participation in God, our ultimate reality. We’re at home in the
creation, in that great commonwealth of being in Christ.
One the one hand, we experience people at this stage as being more lucid and simple than we
are, and on the other hand as intensely liberating, sometimes even subversive in their freedom.
Think of Martin Luther King, Jr. in the last years of his life, or Thomas Merton, Mother Teresa of
Calcutta. James Fowler loved Dag Hammerskjold and Dietrich Bonhoeffer in the last years of his
imprisonment. We collect these great examples of people who demonstrate how to swim freely
in grace in our Celebrating our Transhistorical Body blog.
These are Jesus followers who, in a sense, have loosened the hold their self has on them for the
sake of affirming God. And yet in affirming God they become vibrant and powerful selves. They
have a quality of relevant irrelevance. They have lost their lives and found them. Their
“subversiveness” makes our compromises show up as what they are.

God be with you in your development!
If you got through all of this, I hope it affirmed where you are right now and inspired you to
hope in your future. We are all growing. In a couple of months, I will be sixty-five, when our
society provides an arbitrary line over which I can cross and become “old.” On the one hand, I
already feel increasing, blue-ish freedom. On the other hand, I feel like a baby toddling into the
unknown, wondering if my mother is looking at me as I run toward the street. It is the
transitions that get us. We can feel them as exciting baby steps or struggle with them as the
end of something beautiful. Development can be scary or it can be the beautiful way we
deepen our faith.
I hope this very brief rendition of a subject so many have explained so well helps you see where
you are and where you want to go — there is a path, even if you can’t really see it right now.
You are not alone or odd. There is hope for all of us.
I also gave this to you to lift up the idea that you are carrying all your selves from the past. They
complete, inform, and undergird who you are becoming. They are not bad; they are part of you.
Their pains and possibilities are still yours; I think you need to care for those many selves and
love them and take them with you into your bright future.

