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FOUR STAGES OF FAITH DEVELOPMENT 
According to Brian McLaren & Terry Lucarelli 

Part 3: So Then, How Should We Live? 
Colossians 1:1-12 

 
 FAITH, in the broadest sense, is our way of UNDERSTANDING GOD and GOD’S ACTION in 
human life … in YOUR life and MINE.   
 “How’s your faith?”  

W W W W 
 A little boy wanted to meet God.  He knew it was a long trip to where God lived, so he packed 
his suitcase with Twinkies and a six-pack of root beer and then started on his journey.  When he had 
gone about three blocks, he met an old man.  He was sitting in the park just staring at some pigeons.  
The boy sat down next to him and opened his suitcase.  He was about to take a drink from his root 
beer when he noticed that the old man looked hungry, so he offered him a Twinkie.  He gratefully 
accepted it and smiled at him.  His smile was so pleasant that the boy wanted to see it again, so he 
offered him a root beer.  Again, he smiled at him.  The boy was delighted!  They sat there all afternoon 
eating and smiling, but they never said a word. 
 As it grew dark, the boy realized how tired he was and he got up to leave, but before he had 
gone more than a few steps, he turned around, ran back to the old man, and gave him a hug.  The old 
man gave him his biggest smile ever. 
 When the boy opened the door to his own house a short time later, his mother was surprised 
by the look of joy on his face.  She asked him, “What did you do today that made you so happy?” 
 He replied, “I had lunch with God.”  But before his mother could respond, he added, “You know 
what?  He’s got the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen!” 
 Meanwhile, the old man, also radiant with joy, returned to his home.  His son was stunned by 
the look of peace on his face and he asked, “Dad, what did you do today that made you so happy?” 
 He replied, “I ate Twinkies in the park with God.”  However, before his son responded, he added, 
“You know, he’s much younger than I expected.” 

 How would you describe THEIR faith?   
 CHILD-LIKE?  Yes.  But isn’t this what Jesus has said to us:  

 “I assure you that if you don’t turn your lives around and become like this little child, 
you will definitely not enter the kingdom of heaven. Those who humble themselves like this 
little child will be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child in 
my name welcomes me.”  (Matthew 18:3-4) 

 STAGE FOUR, in Brian McLaren’s understanding of Faith Development, embraces HUMILITY and 
HARMONY.  He calls it The Season of Spiritual Deepening.  Are not Humility and Harmony attributes of 
little children?  When they disagree and fight … they are quick to make up … harmony is innate.  
There is a naivety in everything they do … girded in humility.  They grow out of these things as they 
learn from US.  HARMONY & HUMILITY... we must recapture! 

� 
 Briefly, let’s revisit McLaren’s first three Stages of Faith Development: 

STAGE ONE: SIMPLICITY: The Season of Spiritual Awakening 
 McLaren describes Stage One this way: You’re either for us or against us.  It’s all or nothing.  This 
is where we learn all the basics of the spiritual life that are invaluable for the rest of our lives, but it is a 
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very “simplistic” approach and theology.  In Stage One everything is known or knowable; it’s where 
there are easy answers to every question … a very black and white kind of world indeed.  It’s where we 
reach out to God in happiness and we see the world, as it should be … God’s presence is apparent … 
God is here with us.  “God is Good, all the time!” and through worship we overflow in wonder! 

STAGE TWO: COMPLEXITY: The Season of Spiritual Strengthening 
 McLaren says as we move into Stage Two, this is where we begin to reach out to God in the 
struggles and challenges we all face. And we begin to see that there just might be more than one way 
to do things.  We cry, “Help!”  We believe the answers are out there, and anything is doable … we just 
need to find the leaders who can help us grow and succeed with know-how, providing us a way to cope 
and survive.  McLaren says it’s a good place to be, and many of us will never leave, because we learn so 
much.  But it’s within all the COMPLEXITIES of life that we learn about ourselves.  And sometimes what 
we learn about ourselves as we face the COMPLEXITIES is not very pretty.  WHY do we do the crazy 
things we do? 

STAGE THREE: PERPLEXITY: The Season of Spiritual Surviving 
 McLaren describes Stage Three like this: Everyone has an opinion.  Who knows who is right?  You 
are alone.  Even God seems to have abandoned you.  Here in this bitter space, answered prayers of the 
past seem like ironic coincidences or cruel jokes.  You begin to question everything you’ve learned.  
Life used to be so easy back in Stage One.  God seemed to be there all the time to give you answers.  
Why do you have to be dealing with all this stuff that just doesn’t make sense now?  You’re not just 
back to where you started … you’re worse off … because when you started you had hope.  Now you 
feel abandoned, cursed.  That black and white world of Stage One has been obliterated! 

 PERPLEXING … all of it so PERPLEXING.   
 “Everyone has an opinion.  Who knows who is right?” 

W W W W 
 I have found myself in this place many times over the last thirty years.  Tension and struggle … 
doubt and surrender.  As I’ve stated before, there have been times when I thought I was going crazy.  
Where was God?  How was any of this going to make sense?  Was I losing my faith?   
 While I was away on my sabbatical, I had the time to really think about all of this.  What I came 
to realize was that God, though all the experiences of my life, was helping me to really dig into the 
deeper meaning of my previous faith.  All those things I’ve learned through the years, even the most 
helpful laws, norms and guidelines are sometimes limited in their ability to show me how I need to live.  
As I struggle with the questions of my faith, there grows reliance upon a God who is ever-loving and 
who blesses me … who blesses US … with the gift of human REASON so that WE can begin to live life 
more in line with our OWN honest judgments and decisions.  Can you see that’s where maturity starts to 
grow!  That’s where we begin to assume responsibility for the values we choose to live by.  And yes, 
there in that place is where the search for answers to the more COMPLEX questions of life often lead to 
the discovery of a Source of Wisdom that lies sometimes even beyond personal reason.  

 The Trappist writer, Thomas Merton, expressed this discovery with these words, “When I have 
found my truest self, I will have found God.”   

 I’ve quoted Dr. James Fowler the last two weeks and I quote him again: “Faith does not grow in a 
vacuum, but sprouts from the seedbed of our life EXPERIENCE.”  All that you and I go through in life … if 
we allow it to … will lead us to listen more intently to our thoughts, feelings and deepest desires.  And it 
is there that we begin to understand what the Apostle Paul meant when he wrote that God often 
speaks to us through “inner groanings that cannot be expressed in words” (Romans 8:26), and how he 
could say, “The life I live now is not my own; Christ is living in me” (Galatians 2:20).  When we finally reach 
this place in our faith … an awareness of God’s inner presence … it will lead us to become more aware that 
God also dwells in ALL OTHERS. 
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 The young boy replied, “I had lunch with God.”  But before his mother could respond, he added, 
“You know what?  He’s got the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen!” 

 The old man replied, “I ate Twinkies in the park with God.”  However, before his son responded, 
he added, “You know, he’s much younger than I expected.” 

 Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an honest 
compliment, or the smallest act of caring … all of which have the potential to turn a life around.  People 
come into our lives for a reason, a season, or a lifetime.  Embrace ALL equally! 

 When we come to that understanding, because of our EXPERIENCES, we have reached Brian 
McLaren’s Fourth Stage of Faith Development. 

� 
STAGE FOUR: HARMONY/HUMILITY: The Season of Spiritual Deepening   
 Listen to McLaren:  

 There are joys in Simplicity. There are victories. There are joys in Complexity too, 
and even certain satisfactions in Perplexity. But there is a quiet fullness of joy that comes 
after Perplexity. We might call it humility, even maturity, or better, harmony because it not 
only transcends the previous stages, but includes them. It integrates Simplicity, 
Complexity, and Perplexity into a rich, dynamic four-part harmony. It’s a clear and open 
space, a quiet time and place that makes room for new melodies to take shape and find 
voice. There is nothing like the life that is born through the hard labor of becoming, 
enduring, never giving up, never letting go, and then, paradoxically, letting GO, and then 
RECEIVING all you had hoped for and more. 
 The first black and white simplicity now fills out into a second-simplicity that is 
FULL-COLOR and ALIVE. IF first-simplicity truths were bold, judging, and exclusive, second-
simplicity truths are no less bold, but they harmonize, integrate, and reconcile. 

 I love the imagery McLaren uses there.  You can almost feel this grand second-simplicity 
growing in elegant, harmonizing words like these when Jesus said: 

ð “I desire compassion and not sacrifice.” (Matthew 12:7) 
ð “Seek first God’s reign and God’s justice, and everything else you need will come to you in time.” 

(Matthew 6:33) 
ð “Love God with all your being, and love your neighbors as yourself.” (Matthew 22:36-39) 
ð And again, Paul: “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is 

love.” (1 Corinthians 13:13) 
� 

 I’ve been saying for two weeks that our faith should change throughout adult life?  The Gallup 
poll I cited stated that 65% of all U.S. adults believe a person’s faith should change throughout life, just 
as one’s body and mind change.  However several questions remained, but I believe that maybe now 
we know the answers.  The questions:  

ð How does faith change?  Through the experiences of our lives … those experiences that often 
cause conflict and confusion. 

ð How do we know whether we are losing our faith or actually growing within it?  If we are open, 
God meets us at our deepest place of need and we indeed grow. 

ð Will the faith we learned and practiced in our youth be enough to get us through the challenges 
of later life?  Only when we realize that God can use that first-simplicity and build upon it to 
create something new in each of us that is enduring, harmonizing, integrating, and reconciling. 

ð What are the common Stages of Faith most of us can expect to go through?  What are they?  
Simplicity, Complexity, Perplexity and Harmony/Humility. 
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ð What are the SIGNS of a mature faith? 

 The ANSWER to that is found in another QUESTION: So Then, HOW Should We Live? 
� 

 There are TWO ways I want to answer that question this morning.  They are both in the 
form of a challenge … a challenge to BE and DO all that God expects of us. 
 FIRST from Scripture … our Colossians’ passage this morning.  Listen to the Apostle Paul’s 
CHALLENGE to the church … to EACH of us … as translated by Eugene Peterson in The Message: 

 3-5 Our prayers for you are always spilling over into thanksgivings. We can’t quit 
thanking God our Father and Jesus our Messiah for you! We keep getting reports on your 
steady faith in Christ, our Jesus, and the love you continuously extend to ALL. The lines of 
purpose in your lives never grow slack, tightly tied as they are to your future in heaven, kept 
taut by hope. 
 9-12 Be assured that from the first day we heard of you, we haven’t stopped praying 
for you, asking God to give you wise minds and spirits attuned to his will, so as to acquire a 
thorough understanding of the ways in which God works. We pray that you’ll live well for the 
Master, making him proud of you as you work hard in his orchard. As you learn more and 
more how God works, you will learn how to do your work in love. We pray that you’ll have the 
strength to stick it out over the long haul—not the grim strength of gritting your teeth but the 
glory-spirit-infused-strength God gives. It is strength that endures the unendurable and spills 
over into joy, thanking the Father who makes us strong enough to take part in everything 
bright and beautiful that he has for us. 

 The SECOND CHALLENGE comes to us through a song.  Music has always been for me a way 
to connect with my feelings at their deepest level.  I have a picture that my Dad took of me when I was 
5 years old holding my first guitar in front of the Christmas tree … music … harmony.  The song, 
Follow You, on the front of the bulletin, is one that has touched me deeply.  The words … oh, the words 
… they speak the truth so clearly as they challenge each of us to BE and DO what God yearns for us as 
God’s children and followers of the Way: 

Follow You 
You live among the least of these, The weary and the weak. 
And it would be a tragedy for me to turn away. All my needs you have supplied. 
When I was dead, you gave me life. So how could I not give it away so freely? 

And I’ll follow you into the homes of the broken, I’ll follow you into the world. 
I’ll meet the needs for the poor and the needy God. I’ll follow you into the world. 

Use my hands, use my feet, To make your kingdom come. 
To the corners of the earth until your work is done. ‘Cause Faith without works is dead, 
And on the cross your blood was shed. So how could I not give it away so freely?  

I give all myself. I give all myself.  I give all myself... to you. 
And I give all myself. Yes, I give all myself.  And I give all myself... to you.  

I’ll follow you into the homes of the broken, follow you into the world. 
I’ll meet the needs for the poor and the needy God. 
 

THE BENEDICTION:  Let the Christ-Light shine in everything that you do… 
         And for everyone that you meet!  

Amen and Amen. 


