
A Short Overview of Fowlers “Stages of Faith” 
 

 
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 

 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 e.g. “the Bible says so”; “my Pastor teaches this”  
o A fish in a bowl 

 A conformist stage. 

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

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”. 

 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 

 
Stage 4:  The Critic 

 A new examination of beliefs, values and expectations. 



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. 

 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.  

 Appreciate forums to question, present alternative views and explore divergent 
expressions of belief and practice. 

 
Stage 5:  The Seer 

 Comfortable with paradox and holding tensions together 
o Old and young 
o Masculine and feminine  

 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. 

 Can be confusing, irritating or even threatening for those in the previous stages. 
 
Stage 6:  The Saint 

 Very few people reach here 
 

 Typified by people such as Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King, Bonhoffer 

 Selfless 
 
 

Overview taken from Alan Jamieson The Churchless Faith and Journey Into Faith 


