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FOUR STAGES OF FAITH DEVELOPMENT 
According to Brian McLaren & Terry Lucarell i  

Part  1:  SIMPLICITY & COMPLEXITY 
Hebrews 11:1-12 

 
 How’s your faith?  Interesting question, isn’t it…  A friend from a long time ago used to ask 
that of everybody he met.  Yes, he was a little annoying for some folks, but I thought Tom was right 
on.  “How’s your faith?” 
 As I’ve mentioned the last few Sundays, I did a whole lot of “theological introspection” while I 
was away.  That’s another way to say, I was trying to understand where I am on MY journey of faith.  
Well, we started out with some basics those first few weeks, but now I’m inviting you to begin to go a 
little deeper.  I want you to think about Tom’s question: “How’s your faith?”  We’re going to examine 
that for the next few weeks, as we begin to pick up speed! 

� 
 Back in May, we were in Colorado, the place of my first call as a pastor, now over 30 years ago.  
I had time to sit and talk with my friend, Gary on a couple of different occasions.  One of those times, 
we were sitting in a little coffee shop when Gary, with obvious concern etched upon his face and an 
anxious tremor in his voice, looked across the table at his 60-year-old friend, searching for the right 
words and finally said: “I don’t know how to say this, Terry, and I don’t mean to hurt your feelings ... 
but, you’ve changed!  You’re not the same person I knew before.  You don’t seem to believe in the 
things you used to!”  I calmly responded, “Well, thank you, Gary.  I consider that a compliment.  And I 
hope I keep changing and growing in what I believe the rest of my life.” 

 What that conversation represents is two very different views of adulthood and faith.  One 
view suggests that religious faith should remain constant, unchallenged and unworried.  And the other 
… faith, like every characteristic of adult life should always be evolving. 
 Where do you find yourself?  How’s YOUR faith? 

 Well, the thing I’ve asked myself repeatedly over the years is should our faith change 
throughout adult life?  Most adults now say, “Yes.”  According to a recent Gallup poll, 65% of U.S. 
adults believe a person’s faith should change throughout life, just as one’s body and mind change.  
This is certainly the predominant view of spiritual directors and counselors today.  Yet several 
questions remain:  

ð How does faith change?   
ð How do we know whether we are losing our faith or actually growing within it?   
ð Will the faith we learned and practiced in our youth be enough to get us through the 

challenges of later life?   
ð What are the common Stages of Faith most of us can expect to go through?   
ð What are the signs of a mature faith? 

 Over the next three weeks, these are the questions I want us to focus in on.  I have struggled 
with them, no question about it.  And I know many of you have, as well.  But I believe that with the 
help of others, like Brian McLaren, James Fowler and Phyllis Tickle, I’ve come to understand what’s 
been happening to me … in me … and where I might be heading.  Hopefully, I can help YOU… 

� 
 Well, where do we start?   
 Hebrews 11 gives us a definition of faith in its very first verse: “Now faith is the assurance of 
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  And then, the writer walks us through a kind of 
“FAITH HALL OF FAME,” listing the top 20 inductees and what it was about them that landed them the 
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honor.  That’s all well and good, but where do YOU and I fit within such a distinguished list?  I don’t come 
anywhere near those kinds of accomplishments!  I can’t even step foot into those hallows! 

 I think what we need to do is open the door of this “Hall of Fame” a little more in order to see 
with some clarity, and hopefully begin to answer some of those questions. 

 Faith, for me in the broadest sense, is our way of UNDERSTANDING GOD and GOD’S ACTION in 
human life.  You would agree with me that our understanding of our society, our world and ourselves 
inevitably changes as we mature through our living, right?  Well, it’s the same thing in our 
understanding of God’s presence and activity in human life … we can expect to change.   

W W W W 
 Dr. James Fowler, Professor of Theology and Human Development at Emory University and 
author of Stages of Faith and the Public Church, has said: “Faith does not grow in a vacuum, but sprouts 
from the seedbed of our life experience.” 

 The reality is that faith can be shaped by all kinds of personal experience: the love or lack of 
love your parents showed you; the teaching you received in school or at church; your prayers that 
were answered or unanswered; those unanticipated joys or the heart-wrenching failures and pain 
you’ve encountered; the discussions and disagreements with friends or colleagues.  All these 
experiences, and many more, can shape the way you BELIEVE … your FAITH. 
 But the experience, more than any other, that often precipitates a shift or change in faith is the 
experience of CONFLICT or CONFUSION.  The CONFLICT may be caused by a prayer you say that seems 
to never get answered, or by disillusionment with a respected authority figure, or by the breakup of a 
marriage or cherished friendship, or by an encounter with a person whose faith and values seem 
totally different from your own.  In each instance, the moment of conflict and confusion challenges us to 
rethink a previous view of God. 

 It is no surprise then that Jesus once told his followers: “Do you think I have come to establish 
peace on the earth?  The contrary is true: I have come for conflict and division” (Matthew 10:34).  Conflict 
and confusion often lead to changes and in most cases to a richer faith.  Some of the experiences we 
face may tell us that our previous faith is insufficient to deal with some new dimension of life.  Just 
think about the Apostle Paul.  His faith, prior to his Damascus Road experience, was highly legalistic.  
After he received his sight again and began to interact with those early Christians … Wow, what a 
change! 
 I am aware that many of you have had some life experience where your previous faith proved 
inadequate as a way to cope, and thus marked a change in the way you believed.  Such was the case 
for the father from my church in Oklahoma when his six-year-old son was struck by a car and killed.  
This man’s faith was challenged, as he asked over and over again, “How could God let this happen?”  I 
couldn’t give him any answer, and the old cliché, “Well, God just wanted to protect little Billy from 
this harsh world, and bring him home to heaven to live,” was no way going to come out of my 
mouth.  God doesn’t cause heartache!  And so the lack of any immediate answer forced him to a new 
understanding of how God is present in the world … and it forced this minister to rethink my faith as 
well.   
 Or, in my case … I shared with you four weeks ago the conversation I had with Kay and Alan 
Herrington?  They are the couple in my church in Colorado, who have a gay son and I once preached 
a sermon there as a young man that was very offensive about homosexuality.  I did get the chance to 
speak with them.  I apologized for what I had said all those years ago, and shared briefly my 
experience with my gay brother.  After I stopped talking, Kay, with tears in her eyes, said to me, 
“Terry, thank you for sharing that … people change and I’m so glad that you now understand.”    

 People change … our beliefs change.  Conflict and confusion are often the catalyst to a deeper 
UNDERSTANDING of God and God’s ACTION in human life … FAITH.  

� 
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 Now that we have established that PEOPLE change and our FAITH changes, I want us to look 
at how faith develops.  James Fowler’s classic understanding of how we grow and change, Six Stages 
of Faith Development, has been the standard for many years now.  However, I’ve been drawn to Brian 
McLaren’s “Four Stages” he outlines in his book, Naked Spirituality: A Life With God in 12 Simple Words.  
Brian D. McLaren is an author, speaker, activist, and public theologian.  Go online and read about him 
… a very interesting man. 
 In the remainder of the sermon today, I want to take a brief look at the first two stages in 
McLaren’s work: Simplicity & Complexity. 

1. THE FIRST STAGE  …  
 SIMPLICITY : The Season of  Spiritual  Awakening  

 Do you have a memory of when you spiritual life first came alive?  For me, it was in 1975.  I 
consciously made a decision to turn my life over to God and for the next couple of years the Bible 
spoke to me like never before!  Emotions would get the best of me whenever anyone talked about 
their faith.  I cried a lot.  I would carry a big, green Living Bible with me wherever I went.  Wore a cross 
around my neck.  I devoured Christian books of every kind … trying to find ways I could live out my 
faith so that others would take notice.  And I sought out others who were just like me … every 
Tuesday evening was spent at the Lodge’s home, immersed in Bible study.  I would say, “Praise the 
Lord” as often as possible, because those words always got a “Amen” from my Christian friends … 
and surprise or annoyed looks from others.  I drove Karen nuts, my parents, my brothers … but I 
knew I was loved by God and I wanted everyone else to FEEL the same things and BELIEVE the same 
way! 

 McLaren typifies this stage with this description: You’re either for us or against us.  It’s all or 
nothing. 
 Sure, you learn all the basics of the spiritual life that are invaluable for the rest of your life, but 
it is a very “simplistic” approach and theology.  One where everything is known or knowable; where 
there are easy answers to every question, you just need to find the “good” authorities who are just 
like us to find the answers, the in-group, God’s representatives, the ones who know who we are and 
what we are about; where God, from this vantage point, is our ultimate Authority Figure, “God said it, 
therefore I believe it!”, giving us simple truths to believe and simple rules to follow, leading us into 
battle against evil and blessing us by always being on our side.  And of course the bad guys are the 
ones who are wrong and will mislead you. 

 That’s exactly how I would describe my first few years as I began my discovery of the faith.  
Black and white answers, a warm glow of belonging, sacrificial action for the group, intolerance of 
anyone who didn’t fit into my mold.  That was an effortless way to live, but then I started to see 
contradictions, hypocrisy, people saying, “We love you” accompanied by actions that were anything 
but…  All of my black and white answers were beginning to turn a shade of gray as more and more 
experiences caused conflict and confusion within me. 
 My Season of Spiritual Awakening was beginning to turn into something more… 

� 
2. McLaren calls this SECOND STAGE … 
 COMPLEXITY:  The Season of  Spiritual  Strengthening  

 “There must be more than one way to do things.”  That’s what I remember saying to myself 
again and again.  How was I going to find God’s will for my life?  Change bad habits?  Avoid or repair 
conflict?  Become better liked or more effective?  I needed to find people somewhere who had 
learned how to deal with the complexity of the faith, and when I did, I would master their techniques, 
no matter how difficult.  I went to every conference or workshop I could find that might glean some 
answers.  And ultimately chose a seminary where my Stage One discoveries could be built upon … 
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there I would find the people who could help, could coach me to succeed with knowledge and know-
how. 

 McLaren says that in Stage Two our focus shifts from right versus wrong to effective versus 
ineffective.  The goal then becomes: “I can do this myself.  I can handle it.  I know how.”  As for our 
beliefs: anything is doable, there are many ways to reach the goal, authorities are the ones who know 
how to do it, learn from them and then you’ll be effective.  In this stage, the bad guys are the ones who 
don’t do the right stuff.   
 In Stage One, leaders taught us the rules of the game.  In Stage Two, leaders now coach us in 
how to win the game!  We’re no longer satisfied to be a part of the right “in-group” … we now want to 
be a part of the winning team and within that team we want to play our part well! 

W W W W 
 In many ways, Stage Two is an enjoyable time of life, and many of us never leave it.  But that’s 
okay because right now, there are skills to master, goals to achieve, challenges to conquer with God’s 
help.   

ð At the age of 18, those challenges might include choosing a college major or navigating the 
complexities of romance.   

ð At 20, they may involve a relationship that needs to be nurtured, a career choice, or finding a 
cause to work for.   

ð At 30 and 40, they might entail raising children, handling new opportunities at work, or caring 
for an unhappy spouse or an unwell marriage.   

ð At 50 and 60, life’s challenges might include aging parents or fading dreams, health setbacks 
or new freedoms.   

ð At 70, 80, and 90, they might involve surviving a surgery, coping with grief, planning for the 
next holiday with the grandchildren, or preparing for death.   

 Whatever the challenges of Stage Two, they provide an opportunity for us to begin to do self-
examination, admit mistakes, and process failure.  We develop the habit of identifying our personal 
weaknesses and limitations and seeking wisdom, strength, and skill beyond our own.  And probably 
the most important, is the ability to empathize with others in their pain.  That’s because we go 
through so many of the same things! 
 Stage One of our faith development is life in the season of simplicity.  Life is indeed simple in 
many ways, but it is also more than simple. There are shades of gray between our black and white 
extremes, layers and folds of complexity under every simple surface.   
 Stage Two is 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 during this stage and that 
often causes the GREATEST confusion and conflict.  Nowhere must we face that complexity more 
directly than when we deal with our own behavior.   
 Why do I do those crazy things I do? 
 Gosh, I’ve let you down again… 
 My heart tells me one thing to do, but my head leads me in another direction. 

 Well, do we just live with it, or is there an answer? 
 Next week … Stages Three & Four. 
 But for now… 

Amen and Amen. 


