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Encouraging Spiritual Growth 
 

Much of this material is taken and developed from Alan Jamieson’s work on spiritual growth 
from The Churchless Faith; Journeying into Faith and The Chrysalis  

 
Opening question:  What is spiritual growth and how do we encourage it in our churches? 
 
Aim for the evening:   
 
Spiritual Growth:  A Biblical Overview (1) 

 1John 2:  Young men, Fathers, Elders 

 Hebrews 6:  “Milk” to “meat” 

 Song of Songs:  The relationship between the lover (Christ) and the beloved (the church) 

 The role model characters of faith: e.g. Peter 
 
1 Cor 13: 11 “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became a man I put childish ways behind me.” 
 
1 Cor 3: 2  “I gave you milk not solid food, for you were not ready for it....” 
 
Hebrews 5:12  “In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to 
teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 
Anyone who lives on milk being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about 
righteousness. But solid food is for the mature. . .” 
 
John 4:34  “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.” 
 
 
Spiritual Growth:  A Biblical Overview (2) 
 
The Spiritual Life of Peter 
 

 At what point was Peter “converted”? 
 
 
When was Peter “converted”? 
 

 His Calling 

 Witnessing Jesus Teaching/miracles 

 Caesarea Philippi 

 The Transfiguration 

 The crucifixion 

 The resurrection 

 Pentecost 

 Vision of the food (Acts) 
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The History of the Church 
 

 St Teresa of Avila describes an analogy of rooms.  Teresa of Avila used the analogy of a 
journey into an interior castle which involves moving  through a number of different 
rooms. Each room has its own challenges of faith and new experiences and ways of 
relating to God. Each move to a subsequent room brings us to a closer and more 
intimate connection with God. 

 St John of the Cross:  The Dark Night of the Soul 

 John Bunyan:  The Pilgrims progress.  Progressing over different terrain. 
 
James Fowler 

 Methodist Minister, theologian, psychologist 

 One of a number of spiritual development theorists.  The most influential with people 
like Scott Peck attributing their key ideas to him. 

 Published important work on the “Stages of Faith ” in 1981. 

 Highly influential drawing on the work of theology, psychology and personal 
development 

 Published over 15 books and 60 articles.  On Amazon, cited in over 250 works.  50 
reprints, 230,000 copies world wide 

 YWAM and child development courses, vicar training as well as my RS PGCE training 

 Recent citations include Rob Frost in his recent book, 5 things I wish I knew before I 
became a Christian. In an epilogue goes through the Stages of Faith as a helpful tool in 
understanding the spiritual journey. 

 Me, I discovered him and felt a sense of relief as someone put words to my journey. 
 
Introducing James Fowlers “Stages of Faith” 
 

 “Dance of faith development in our lives” 

 Two Processes 
o Conversion: transformation, intensification of faith. 
o Development:  slower less radical, maturing and evolving – similar to the 

processes of physical maturation.  
o Emphasis on discipleship yes, but not ongoing focus on the maturing of faith. 

 Has our church tradition lead to the dominance of one over the other? 
 
Introducing James Fowlers “Stages of Faith” 

 Analogy of map 

 Faith stage map 

 The stages provide a map – but it is scant.  Everyone's journey is distinct and unique 

 Helpful, but not detailed or authoritative 

 Likened to a tourist map!  Markers to find bearings, but nothing more. 
 
Faith  

 A dynamic changing and evolving process which is not static.   

 Faith is a verb (process of becoming, involving, trusting, believing, acting, suffering, 
valuing, knowing, committing) rather than a noun (you either have it or not!). 
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 A way of living which encompasses all life not just an acceptance of statements of belief. 

 Focus on the how we believe rather than the what 

 People hold the same beliefs but at different stages.  What changes at each stage is 
their understanding, experience and outworking of their particular beliefs. 

 No stage is superior to the other.  No-one is more saved etc. 

 However, each stage does offer a deeper broader understanding and experience of faith 
than the stage which precedes it. 

 
Cautions 

 The descriptions of stages are `still shots’ in a complex and dynamic process.   

 The staging of a person is not an evaluative scale.  

 Journeying metaphor, not protestant work ethic to work through the Stages! 
 

Transitioning Stages (what causes someone to transition from one stage to another) 

 To a comfortable stroll.  Analogy of scarfell pike.  Cloud, danger etc. 

 A transition can be experienced as radical upheavals and major crisis. 
o Failure of pastor or someone in authority 
o Suffering, death in a family 
o Education 

 Periods can go on for years rather than months 

 Sometimes feeling of ambiguity and alienation 

 The Stages can be so protracted, difficult and painful, some people remain at a previous 
stage 

 Akin to ship wreck. (p.g. 112) 

 Staying in the same stage until it become unbearable 
 
The Stages of Faith 

 Stage 1 - The Innocent 

 Stage 2 - The literalist 

 Stage 3 - The Loyalist 

 Stage 4 - The Critic 

 Stage 5 - The Seer 

 Stage 6 - The Saint 
 
Early Stages 
 
Stage 1 -The Innocent 

 Pre-school children 

 Seamless world of fantasy, stories and images 

 Experience of God through family. 

 No conceptual framework 
 
Stage 2 -The Literalist 

 Early Childhood, organising experiences and categorising them.  Stories interpreted 
literally 

 At this stage children interpret stories of adults explanation literally. 

 20% of adults remain at this stage 
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 Preference of churches with a more literalistic understanding of scripture. 

 God is stern but a loving parent, strongly influenced by rules and authoritative teaching 

 Strengths = security, conviction, commitment. 
 
Stage 3 – The Loyalist 

 Beliefs and values deeply held, although not open to critical evaluation.   
o Fowler - ‘They know what they know but are generally unable to tell how they 

know something is true except by referencing an external authority’ 
o e.g. “the Bible says so”; “my Pastor teaches this”  
o A fish in a bowl (pg. 115) 

 A conformist stage. 

 The need to belong. Sense of belonging and identification with their church a key 
marker and very significant. 

o E.g. the 'right' clothing, hairstyle, music, jargon - by being seen in the right 
places with the right people.  

o In church:  associating strongly with 'our' church, theology and worship style, as 
opposed to that of others.  

o Holding key leaders or people of influence in high regard and modelling strongly 
on them in terms of practice, lifestyle - sometimes even mannerisms!  

 A sense of “an arrived feel to it”, “being at home” 

 The most common stage amongst church attenders (and most of population here) 

 Conflict and controversy threatening. 

 Dualism: 
o Good/Bad 
o Sacred/Secular 
o God/Devil 
o Saved/unsaved 

 Provide a grid to locate themselves and other people. 
 
Stage 4:  The Critic 

 A new examination of beliefs, values and expectations. 

 Dark night of the soul.  

 Loss of innocence, a realization the truth is more complex than we thought. 
o Analysing them for the first time.  Inspecting. 
o Finding oversimplification, flaws, inconsistencies, unanswered aspects. 

 Stage 3 people held beliefs because they were the beliefs of the group as expressed by 
its leaders or senior members, while stage 4 people hold them because they have 
reflected on them, examined them against competing beliefs and found them to be 
compelling. 

 Lonely, uncomfortable, protracted.  Raise doubts, call things into question.  Can make 
life difficult for any groups they are part of. 

 However, new sense of trusting ones own feelings, intuitions and personal judgement. 

 Stage 4 people may challenge or question accepted group practices or traditions. 

 More comfortable with criticism, debate and disagreement.  Seen in a positive light. 

 The enthusiastic expression of their newly discovered critical faculties is easily 
misinterpreted as rebelliousness or undermining of unity and authority, rather than as 
evidence of healthy growth.  
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 Appreciate forums to question, present alternative views and explore divergent 
expressions of belief and practice. 

 The stage for church leavers! – accused of liberalism! 

 Narrative of a film…innocent, crisis in the middle, ending more wise and mature…we 
have to go through 4 to get to 5 

 
Stage 5:  The Seer 

 Comfortable with paradox and holding tensions together 
o Old and young 
o Masculine and feminine 
o Behaviour of light simultaneously wave and particle..even through rationally 

impossible.  

 The new strength of this stage, says Fowler, is a capacity to own one's most significant 
beliefs, while recognising that they are relative, partial and imperfect perceptions of 
reality and the world. 

 Truth is more ‘multiform’ and complex than the either/or of the previous stages.  
Therefore can live in ambiguity, mystery and wonder.  Is at ease with uncertainty and 
paradox.  Humility.  

 Renewed appreciation for worship with liturgy and the use of symbol and myth to 
convey meaning.  Earlier ‘faith stages’ forms of worship seem shallow. 

 Cherish mystery and exploring the vastness of the unknown. 

 Able to identify with perspectives others than their own.  Able to learn from others with 
differing views and assimilate knowledge. 

 “Essential for mature religion is the constant willingness to shift gears, to integrate new 
insights and revise our positions.” Henri Nouwen 

 Can be confusing, irritating or even threatening for those in the previous stages. 
 
Multistaging in life! Scott Peck. 
 
Entering faith at all stages.  Those at 3, want concrete answers, whereas those at 4-5 want open 
discussion or are attracted to mystery 
 
Breakout questions  

 Reflect on the “Stages of Faith”.  Share your thoughts. 

 Think about your group in terms of the stages.  Is it a useful tool? What can you apply? 

 Consider how you can encourage growth in your lifegroups. 
 
Epilogue… 

 The work of Alan Jamieson 
o “The Churchless Faith” 
o The Stages and Denominations 

 
Epilogue… 

 Applying the stages to culture. 

 Reflect on evangelism and mission.  Also on post modern Christians.  Go onto the depth 
of faith, appreciation for mystery etc. 

 


