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Abstract 

This is an examination of adolescent conversion, with particular attention to teenagers who 
report having made a previous commitment to Christ as children. The changes in James 
Fowler’s aspects of faith that mark the transition from the Mythic/Literal stage to the 
Synthetic/Conventional stage are used as a framework to understand the perceived need of these 
teenagers to make what appear to be multiple conversions to Christ.  

 

Introduction 

In a recent pilot study of Christian young adults who grew up in pastor’s homes 

(Tighe 2010), I was struck by the consistency of the participants’ faith stories. All except one 

started their story by explaining how “they became a Christian” in their early childhood by 

“praying the prayer” with a family member. That wasn’t surprising for the children of 

evangelical pastors. But they each went on to say something like “but I really wasn’t a Christian 

until….” This quote was typical: “So my testimony was that I knew the Lord at a really young 

age but it wasn't my own until a long time after that.” And they proceeded to talk about a youth 

group event, retreat or mission trip during adolescence when they made a second commitment, 

reportedly crucial to their current faith. 

This pattern may not be a rare one. In a study of 369 Christian college students at 

ten different Christian colleges, Dave Rahn (2000), a youth ministry professor at Huntington 

College found that even though 63% first “put their trust in Jesus Christ as their Lord and 

Savior” prior to the age of thirteen, almost 80% of the students reported a crucial spiritual 

encounter during their adolescence (Rahn 2000). Similarly Thomas Bergler and Rahn (2002) 

studied seventy conversion stories of 16-20 year olds who had “initially put their faith in Christ” 

sometime in the previous year. Twenty five percent of the seventy respondents reported having 
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prayed “as a child for Jesus to come into my heart” (Bergler and Rahn 2002).  

This paper is an attempt to understand the perceived need of these Christian 

young people who made a childhood profession of faith, for an important commitment in 

adolescence. James Fowler’s stages of faith (1981) will be used as a lens through which to 

examine this phenomenon.  In this paper, “child” and “children” will refer to people between the 

ages of two and eleven, “adolescents” will refer to people between the ages of twelve and 

twenty-two, and “young people” will refer to both of those groups inclusively. The sections 

below will examine the topic of conversion, analyze the childhood and adolescent commitments 

in terms of recent scholarship, and then look in depth at James Fowler’s faith development work. 

The final section will apply Fowler’s theory to argue that the phenomenon of multiple 

commitment events may be a consequence of developmental change.  

Conversion 

Surprisingly, after more than one hundred years of research, there is no widely 

accepted definition of conversion (Gillespie 1991, 59). There are many definitions (James 

1902/1961, 165; Hall 1904, 314; Starbuck 1897, 268; Gillespie 1991, 59; Stark 2001, 106; 

Fowler 1981, 281; Adams 2008, 122), but little consistency.  Perhaps in frustration, psychologist 

and professor of religion Lewis Rambo (1993, xiv) wrote  “conversion is what a group or person 

says it is,” arguing that each conversion is a unique interplay between the convert, the nature and 

expectations of the group they are joining, and the social context in which the conversion takes 

place. Even Christians don’t necessarily agree on the definition of conversion or use consistent 

language when discussing it. The Bible itself uses different terms: “Being born again” (John 3:7), 

or being “saved” (Acts 4:12), which is described differently in Mark 16:16, Acts 2:21, Romans 
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10:13, Acts 16:31, Titus 3:5 and Rom 10:9. Evangelicals use phrases like: “Coming to Faith,” 

“accepting Christ as Savior” (Barna 1999), or “Following Jesus as Lord” (BCP 1979, 303) and 

often see conversion’s primary signifier as a “profession of faith,” which in common use is often 

given priority over the historically accepted rite of baptism.  

Another much debated question concerns whether conversion should be 

considered a process or an event (Gillespie 1991, 20), and the Bible isn’t clear on this point. 

Arguably, most of the Biblical metaphors seem to favor conversion as an event rather than a 

process: being “born again” as physical birth, for instance (John 3:3). Likewise, the most 

dramatic conversion of the New Testament is the conversion of the Apostle Paul in Acts 9, 

which took place in a single “blinding” instant. On the other hand, the disciples, particularly 

Peter, show signs of a conversion process.  Perhaps they all responded to Jesus’ call to “follow 

me,” but it is clear that they did not understand that the Jesus they followed was God himself 

until later in their adventure (Luke 9:20). When did their conversion happen? When they decided 

to follow Jesus, or when they understood that he was God, or when they were filled with the 

Holy Spirit at Pentecost, or somewhere in between? Likewise there are stories in Acts 8 and 19 

of multiple experiences that include baptism, and “receiving the Holy Spirit” in different 

sequences. The consensus in recent scholarship on conversion is that while conversion can 

happen in an instant, it is more normally a process (Gillespie 1991, 20; Stark 2001; Rambo 1993, 

170) that may include some sudden events. In the informal study by Rahn (2000) mentioned 

above, 23% of his 273 respondents described their conversion as having happened in an instant, 

while 77% described their conversion as a process that happened over a longer period of time.  

Part of the confusion about the nature of conversion is historical. For the first 

fifteen hundred years of the Church’s history, infant baptism was the norm, followed by 
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confirmation in adolescence. Anglican theologian and evangelist Michael Green (1987, 102) 

argues that this two-step process followed the Jewish pattern of infant circumcision (well, for 

boys…) and subsequent bar mitzvah at 13 (Luke 2:42), and that children before the age of 

accountability were assumed to have salvation by their membership in a faithful family. As the 

Reformation shattered the catholic (small c) church, the question of whether or not an individual 

had made a personal adult decision to follow Jesus became more of an issue, particularly among 

Calvinists (Kett 1977, 63). The Puritans who brought Christianity to America in the 1600’s 

clearly saw conversion as a long, largely intellectual process (Kett 1977, 64; Hine 2000, 80; 

Gillespie 1991, 29).  

This normative assumption of conversion as a process started to change around 

the time of the American Revolution, due to the influence of the first and second Great 

Awakenings (Kett 1977, 62). Revival conversions were often dramatic, single events, sudden and 

overwhelming. This picture became so engrained in the public mind as normative conversion 

that V. Bailey Gillespie, a Seventh Day Adventist theologian reports that it created a new 

sacrament of “walking the aisle, an outward and visible sign of an inward and evangelical grace” 

(Gillespie 1991, 29). This new understanding of conversion as a single event did not go 

unprotested. Horace Bushnell, a congregational minister and theologian in the late 1800’s 

struggled with the growing tendency of the church to wait for sudden radical conversion in 

adolescence for its young people. Arguing that “the child is to grow up a Christian, and never 

know himself as being otherwise” (Bushnell 1888, 4), he made a strong case for conversion as a 

process (Bushnell 1888). Nevertheless, this revival-birthed view of conversion as an event still 

affects the evangelical world. Evangelicals still tend to think of conversion as a single event, 

marked by a profession of faith, that is the beginning of one’s life with Christ and will be 
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meaningful over the whole life course. 

Another related issue concerns the typical age of converts. A seldom reported 

aspect of the great revivals in the mid 1700’s and 1800’s was that it was chiefly adolescents who 

responded to the revival message (Kett 1977, 62). Since then, the teenage years have consistently 

been found to be the most likely age in which conversion events take place (Hall 1904, 286-292; 

Gillespie 1991, 14; Spilka et. al 2003, 347) until, by the end of the 20th century, adolescence was 

established as the prime time for conversion and therefore the prime target for evangelism. This 

assumption was challenged by a 1999 survey by George Barna who reported that 76% of 

Christians actually made their “commitment to Christ” by the age of thirteen. Stating that the 

majority of Christians had their initial conversion as children, he reported that the probability of 

a person “becoming a Christian” after the age of thirteen was only 4%. While there is some 

doubt about the actual percentage of childhood professions of faith (Rahn 2000) found that 

among students in Christian colleges 63% became a Christian by 13, and another study by Barna 

in 2004 found that the number was only 43%) clearly, the percentages represent an important 

trend, and may be a consequence of the current growth of children’s ministry (Anthony 2006, 1). 

Interestingly, childhood conversion has received little if any academic research. A search found 

only one study (Horton 2010, 33), which also lamented the lack of applicable literature. Authors 

researching conversion do mention children’s conversion peripherally, but generally those 

references have been negative. G. Stanley Hall said that children’s conversion was “sure to be 

superficial and incomplete” (Hall 1921, 346). James Fowler suggested that conversion in early 

childhood was actually dangerous to the child’s faith (1981, 285). Bushnell said that because the 

child cannot intellectually understand, “he is not to be told that he must have a new heart and 

exercise faith in Christ’s atonement” (Bushnell 1888, 15). Baptist historian Bill Leonard (2005), 
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called children’s conversion “semi-infant baptism.” On the other hand there are defenders of 

children’s conversion. In Perspectives on children’s spiritual formation (Anthony 2006), three of 

the four modern approaches to children’s ministry practice and enthusiastically defend childhood 

conversion, arguing that children can understand spiritual things, and that an early start to faith is 

important. The fourth stream represented by writers like Ivy Beckwith, have argued that, “the 

time has come for churches to reconsider the overt evangelizing of children. … For the most part 

these tactics are manipulative, playing on the child’s emotions and desire to be accepted and 

loved” (Beckwith 2004, 65).  

With this discussion as background attention now turns to more closely defining 

conversion for its use in this paper. In this paper, conversion will apply to the process by which 

one becomes a life-long follower of Jesus Christ. While recognizing that this process can take 

place in an instant, normatively it progresses over a period of time that might range from hours to 

decades. Likewise, conversion as a process does not necessarily imply a smooth process. There 

are often dramatic events that happen as part of the conversion process. In this paper these events 

will be referred to as “commitment events” or “commitments” which often include a profession 

of faith, and are often accompanied by what James Loder (1989) refers to as a personal 

experience with the transcendent. Many researchers highlight the importance of these 

experiences  (Bushnell 1888, Fowler 1981, 302; Newberg and Newberg 2006, 184; Templeton 

2004, 254) and Loder reports that close to half the population of the United States has had them 

(Loder 1989, 178). 

The idea that the conversion process might contain multiple important 

commitment events is discussed in the literature. Gillespie hypothesized that a single once for all 

event was unlikely, given that faith undergoes development (Gillespie 1991, 97). Even Bushnell, 
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acknowledged the possibility that, “…children who have been ‘bathed’ in Christian love may 

receive grace and grow in faith by passing through ‘little conversion-like crises all the time’” 

(Bushnell 1888, 39, 329). James Fowler (1980, 79), whose Stages of Faith are examined in the 

next section wrote that, “One who becomes a Christian in childhood may indeed remain 

Christian all of his or her life. But one’s way of being Christian will need to deepen, expand, and 

be reconstituted several times in the pilgrimage of faith. Rambo writes “Conversions may be 

valid given their immediate particular context and situation, but when that situation changes, the 

person may also change and other forces take precedence over the new commitment. Such a 

malleable view of the human person and such a liberal view of theological commitment is not 

popular. But is a conversion real only if it changes a person permanently?” (Rambo 1993, 162) 

Previous conversion researchers have provided insight into the process that will 

be helpful in our consideration of childhood and adolescent commitment events. Those 

researchers include Norman Skonovd and sociologist John Lofland (1981) who describe 

conversion in terms of different “motifs,” pointing out that conversion happens for very different 

reasons, with varying duration and varying degrees of social pressure, affective arousal, and 

intellectual content. In their research they identify an “affectional” motif, which is catalyzed by 

relationships with others already in a religious group and a “revival” motif, catalyzed by 

powerful evangelistic preaching. Lewis Rambo (1993) reserves the term “intensification” to refer 

to the dramatic renewal of commitment to a religion of which one is already a part, and makes 

the observation that almost every commitment event includes an “advocate” who connects the 

convert to the religious system and is crucial in the commitment. He points out that often, the 
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commitment event is an “encounter” initiated by the advocate.1 He proposes seven “stages” in 

the conversion process that can be used as a framework for analyzing conversions, and 

commitment events. These stages include the context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, 

commitment and consequences of a conversion.  

These insights are helpful in analyzing the childhood and adolescent commitment 

events referred to in the introduction. First of all, the young people in which these multiple 

commitments are occurring are mainly children growing up in Christian homes. In the Tighe 

(2010) study the participants were children of evangelical pastors. The Bergler and Rahn study 

(2002), found that over 80% of their “first-time converts” were from families who were involved 

at some level in Christian churches (25% of whom had made a childhood profession of faith). In 

Rahn (2000) 63% of the Christian college students had had significant childhood religious 

experience. Probably these commitments, in both childhood and adolescence had been preceded 

by years of church attendance, sermons in church and lessons in Sunday School, probably 

including years of intentional Christian training in the home.2 Clearly, these are 

“intensifications” taking place within the context of religious families’ socialization of their 

children. It appears as though the spiritual development of these young people, growing up in 

Christian homes fit our definition of conversion as a process, punctuated by multiple spiritually 

significant events. In the children’s commitments in Tighe (2010), the “context” in every case 

was the family; most occurred in the child’s home. The age of the participants in the childhood 

                                                
1 Note that I am using my definitions in the interest of clarity; Rambo refers to all of these 

commitment events as conversions.  
2 By far most Christians today grow up in Christian homes (Smith 2005, 208) and tend to stay in 

the religious tradition of their parents (Smith 2005, 36). This implies that the “intensification” religious conversion 
is far more common than the phenomenon of a non-Christian converting to Christianity, and yet, it is less frequently 
studied.) 
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commitments ranged from four to eight. The “advocate” in the children’s commitments was 

always a family member: mom, dad, or an older sibling. They followed Skonovd and Lofland’s 

“affectional” motif. The adolescent commitments were different. In every case, the “context” 

was a youth group or school, not the home (Tighe 2010). The commitments occurred generally at 

a youth group event, like a meeting, conference or mission trip, involving not family, but 

religious peers. Similarly, Bergler and Rahn (2002) found that among their adolescent 

participants youth group events (meetings, retreats, mission trips, etc.) were by far the most 

frequently mentioned influences in their conversion stories. The advocate might have been the 

youth group itself or a member or leader of the youth group. The adolescent events took place 

between the ages of thirteen to eighteen in Tighe (2010) and sixteen to twenty in Bergler and 

Rahn (2002). Discussing the 25% of their “first time converts” that reported childhood 

commitments Bergler and Rahn (2002) said, “a certain percentage of religious children become 

teenage converts who then view all or most of the earlier lives as non-Christian.” Preaching was 

important in a number of the adolescent conversions in Tighe (2010) and Bergler and Rahn 

(2002) (referred to in their results under heading of “challenge to act”), suggesting that some of 

the adolescent commitments might be described by Lofland and Skonovd’s (1981) “revival” 

motif.  

Now, having discussed conversion, the next section will examine James Fowler’s 

theories. Can his stages of faith (1981) shed light on the phenomenon of young people who, 

having committed themselves to follow Christ in childhood, perceive the need for another 

commitment in adolescence? 
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Fowler and Stages of Faith  

James Fowler based his Stages of Faith (1981) on Jean Piaget’s Cognitive 

development (1969) and Lawrence Kohlberg’s Moral Development (1984). A brief description 

of Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories will make Fowler’s work clearer.  

Jean Piaget was a Swiss “genetic epistemologist” who noticed that children’s 

reasoning developed in discernable patterns. He based his investigations of that development on 

the ability of children to perform cognitive “operations” (like conservation – being able to 

understand that water from a tall container poured into a fat container could be poured back and 

would look the same; union of classes – fathers united with mothers constitute parent; 

reversibility – that union reversed is separation; etc.) and defined his stages based on those 

operations’ use. His first stage is called the “Sensorimotor” stage and covers the first eighteen 

months of life. This stage precedes speech and is not really of interest to the current question. 

The second stage is called the pre-operations3 stage, and lasts from age 2 to about age 6. In this 

stage, the child is not able to perform the mental operations described above. This stage is 

therefore characterized as an “intuitive” stage (Kohlberg 1984, 170) because the mental abilities 

of the child are dominated by fantasy and imagination. In the third stage, Concrete Operations, 

occurring from about age 7 to about age 12, the child has learned to perform the mental 

operations, and to combine them into systems, but can only use them on “concrete” things; i.e. 

on objects that are directly available to them (Piaget 1969, 100). By Piaget’s fourth and final 

stage, “Formal operations,” starting around 12 or 13, the child has gained the adult ability to 

perform the mental operations not only on concrete objects but also on abstract things, such as 

                                                
3 Note that the classic Piagetian stages included the “pre-operational” stage, however in his later 

writings (Piaget 1969, 96) he had begun to include this pre-operations stage as the initial phase of concrete 
operations. 
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verbally stated hypotheses (Piaget 1969, 100). This has been described as the ability to think 

about thinking. 

Lawrence Kohlberg, also building on the work of Piaget, proposed a theory of 

moral development. He argued that moral reasoning is dependent upon cognitive reasoning, but 

not driven by it. So one’s level of moral reasoning might be lower than their level of cognitive 

reasoning (Kohlberg 1984, 170).  He posits three major levels of moral reasoning, (each with two 

sublevels): Level I, Pre-conventional, in which the rules one follows are external to oneself, and 

have not been internalized. This stage typically occurs in childhood. In level II, Conventional, 

the rules of others have been internalized. This stage typically occurs in adolescence. In level III 

the rules and expectations one follows have been separated from others and are based on self-

chosen principles (Kohlberg 1984, 172). 

James Fowler’s theory borrowed from both Piaget and Kohlberg to construct six 

stages of faith, starting in early childhood and going until death. He defined faith as “…a 

composing, a dynamic and holistic construction of relations that include self to others, self to 

world, and self to self, construed as all related to an ultimate environment” (Fowler 1991). 

Examination shows that this definition does not pre-suppose Christian faith, and in fact, it 

doesn’t even seem to suppose a necessarily religious faith.  Fowler saw faith as being mainly 

about how people make meaning, therefore the subtitle “The psychology of human development 

and the quest for meaning” (1981, 21). He attempts to separate the structure of faith from content 

of faith, and so to arrive at a set of universal stages. Conversion, the interest of this study, he saw 

as a matter of content, not structure (Fowler 1981, 281). He wrote that conversion could take 

place at any stage, and that stage change and conversion could influence one another; stage 

change might lead to conversion or conversion could lead to a stage change; or that either could 
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occur independently (Fowler 1981, 285). More germane to our subject, he claims that the 

structural features of each successive stage require a reworking of the contents of one’s previous 

faith (Fowler 1981, 275). Before looking at the first four of those stages the next paragraph 

outlines his decomposition of faith into seven aspects.  

Fowler saw faith as having seven aspects, each of which undergoes further 

development in each stage. The first two aspects are familiar: Cognitive Development, built on 

the work of Piaget, and Moral Judgment, built on the work of Kohlberg. The third aspect he 

called “Perspective Taking.” It refers to a developing child’s growing ability to take the 

perspective of other people, based on the work of psychoanalyst Robert Selman (1980). The 

fourth and fifth aspects are particularly relevant to our study: the Bounds of Social Awareness, 

that deals with children’s growing awareness of people beyond themselves, and the Locus of 

Authority, that has to do with where people find authority. The sixth aspect of faith he called 

“Form of World Coherence” and it has to do with how one interprets the world (i.e., through 

narrative or tacit or explicit meaning). The final aspect is called “Symbolic Function” and it deals 

with the way that one interprets symbols and rituals. The discussion of the first four of Fowler’s 

stages below, will particularly highlight the degree of social awareness and locus of authority, as 

well as recent work on brain development that relates the faith stages to neurophysiological 

development. 

Stage one (ages 2-7) “Intuitive/Projective” Faith: This stage corresponds to 

Piaget’s pre-operational stage. It is intuitive because in this stage the child’s faith is chiefly 

interpreted by the child’s imagination, with little theological content. When asked to explain 

something, the child will project their imaginative understanding to explain the real world. The 

social awareness of the child during this stage is limited mainly to family: parents, siblings and 
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what Fowler called “primal others” (Fowler 1981, 54). The Locus of Authority at this point still 

lies entirely with those upon whom the child is dependent: the parents. Right and wrong are 

determined by punishment and reward. During most of this period, the brain is producing 

neurons and their connections at a much higher rate than it will in adulthood. Many normally 

unconnected areas of the brain are connected, which the Newbergs’ suggest may explain the 

explosion of fantasy and imagination during this stage (Newberg and Newberg 2006, 189).  

Stage two (ages 7-11) “Mythic/Literal”: This stage corresponds to Piaget’s 

concrete-operations stage. It is mythic, because children start to know and understand through 

narrative, so stories of the Bible take on major importance in their faith. While stories can be 

followed, the child is unable to abstract out of the story a meaning, so their understanding of 

their faith is very literal. Beliefs, likewise, are appropriated with literal interpretations. The child 

is no longer chiefly processing using imagination; they now want to know what is real and what 

is make-believe. Morally they are still in Kohlberg’s Preconventional stage:  right and wrong are 

determined by authorities that are important to the child, but still are not internalized (Kohlberg 

1984, 172).  Faith is still tacit, God is who important authority says he is, and is understood 

largely through stories. Social awareness has increased to include “those like us,” which Fowler 

says can be ethnic, racial, class or religious, and the locus of authority now lies in recognized 

authorities in the child’s life, whose degree of authority is increased by personal relatedness. 

Neurophysiologically, the creation of new neurons and connections has leveled off, while the 

cutting back of connections has increased. Newberg and Newberg (2006) propose that this 

cutting back may be why rules start to make sense, narrative becomes important, and fantasy 

gives way to literalness. 

Stage three (ages 13-21) “Synthetic/Conventional”: This is the stage that 
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generally starts in adolescence. Because of the ability to reason abstractly, meaning can now be 

abstracted from stories and other faith sources and synthesized to form a bigger picture of who 

God is, and how he relates to the individual and the world. The same mental skills are also being 

used to draw out meaning to synthesize a “personal myth” (Fowler 1981, 151), a story that tells 

the person who they are. This is a fundamental step in the formation of identity, which Erikson 

says is the psychosocial challenge of this period (Erikson 1968). While their new mental abilities 

allow a much more nuanced and powerful understanding of God, their faith is still largely tacit, 

unexamined, adopted wholesale from the groups with which the child identifies. In this sense the 

faith is conventional, it is largely the convention of the groups the child is most strongly 

associated with. These groups are part of the child’s expanded Bounds of Social Awareness, 

which consists now of “groups in which one has personal relationships” (Fowler 1981, 172). At 

the same time the child’s Locus of Authority is found in these same groups, and in people in 

traditional authority roles, if the child perceives them as personally worthy. It’s in this stage that 

a child can first begin to consider a faith of their own, separate from the beliefs of their parents. 

The brain is still slowing in its production of neuronal connections, while pruning of connections 

has increased (Newberg and Newberg 2006, 191). At this point the mental hardware is in place 

for a solid sense of identity and a deeper sense of spirituality. The Newbergs (2006) say that it is 

the brain’s new capability for “synthesizing and integrating values and information, which 

provides for a sense of identity.” 

Stage four, (ages 21-35)  “Individuative/Reflective”: This stage corresponds to the 

young adulthood, when the group becomes less important for identity formation. In this stage the 

person is individuating, or becoming “their own person.” In this stage the person reflects on their 

past understanding of their faith and reassesses their understanding and its importance in their 
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lives. Faith is no longer tacit. In this stage, as meaning becomes an internally generated thing, it 

becomes separated from the surrounding communities. At this point social connections are 

subservient to personal norms and insights, so people choose the groups they hang out with 

based on what those groups value. While Fowler proposes that the transition in the first three 

stages is largely driven by the transition of cognitive stages, this stage is brought on by “serious 

clashes or contradictions by valued authority sources” (Fowler 1981, 152). In this stage, the brain 

is finally fully developed and stable, there is limited production of new connections and limited 

pruning, so that the two are in balance. Identity is solidly formed (Newberg and Newberg 2006, 

192). 

Fowler’s Critics 

It’s important to acknowledge that Fowler’s work, while widely studied and 

useful for our purposes, has its critics, as does Piaget. The chief critiques of Piaget have been 

aimed at the idea of stages (Scarlett 2006, 29; Roehlkepartain 2006, 9; Hood, Spilker, 

Hunsberger, and Goresuch, 1996, 55; Loder 1989, 131), and that Piaget misunderstood what was 

really going on in children’s minds (Johnson and Boyatzis 2006, 211; Donaldson 1978). Leonid 

Vygotsky, a Russian child psychologist and contemporary of Piaget’s was also a vocal critic, 

arguing that the operations Piaget used for his tests were actually skills that children are taught in 

schools (Vygotsky 1978, 51), that Piaget had misunderstood the relationship between learning 

and development, and ignored culture, in favor of biology, and particularly that because 

development is very much dependent upon the history of the organism, that there can be no 

universal stages. (Vygotsky 1978, 24) Fowler’s work has been attacked by Christian critics who 

argue that his stages are not universal (Loder TM Page 131), and that his stages are not 
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independent of theology as he claimed in his earlier writings (Downs 1994, 119; Parks 1991b). 

Despite these criticisms, Fowler’s theories are useful for understanding the phenomenon of 

multiple commitments, which will be discussed in the next section. 

Renegotiating Faith: Fowler’s Stages and Multiple Commitments 

This last section of this paper is devoted to applying the developmental theory of 

Fowler, Piaget, Kohlberg and Erikson to the question of why children in evangelical families 

who have made a profession of faith in childhood would perceive the need for a second 

commitment experience during adolescence. We’ll look at changes that take place between the 

Intuitive/Projective stage where many childhood commitments occur, and the Synthetic/Literal 

stage where the adolescent commitments take place. The changes examined in the following 

section have to do with specific Aspects of Faith--Cognitive Understanding, Social Context, 

Locus of Authority and Moral Reasoning--and changes in the young person’s image of God, and 

identity development.  

Cognitive Understanding  

Rambo, discussing the experience of Western missionaries points out that often 

conversion means something different to the convert than it does to the advocate (Rambo 1993, 

5). The seeds for exactly this situation are ripe in the case of children’s commitment. The 

parents, often the advocates in children’s commitment, are mature adults, probably in the 

Individuative/Reflective stage and certainly able to think abstractly. They want to see their child 

on a path that leads them to heaven (Bushnell 13). The parent often understands evangelical 

conversion as requiring a confession of faith and representing a life-long commitment to follow 
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Jesus, whether phrased as a desire to be born again or to invite Jesus into one’s heart, (both 

metaphors, requiring abstract thinking to even understand…). The child however, in the 

Intuitive/Projective stage of faith with its preoperational cognitive functioning, is not able to 

think abstractly about what the metaphors or the promise mean. Understanding a commitment to 

devote their entire life to a being they cannot see requires a good deal of abstract reasoning. 

Children in the pre-conventional stage are not yet able to do this. That is not to say that a child’s 

confession of faith is not sincere, or that it doesn’t mean anything, but that it probably doesn’t 

mean the same thing to the child that it does to the parents, or that it will to the child in 

adolescence. An intuitive/projective child simply cannot “count the cost” as scripture warns us to 

do in Matthew 14:28. Given their cognitive understanding, it is unlikely that most children can 

make life-long promises in this stage of faith development. As early as 1897 Starbuck (298-299) 

found that people who converted before adolescence were the most likely to “relapse,” because 

they lacked “sufficient maturity.” 

Some might argue that the proof is in the outcome; that in the studies referenced 

above the subjects are adult Christians, so the childhood commitments were effective: The 

children stuck with their promise and are now Christian adults. It seems probable that in the 

commitments being discussed in the context of this paper, it is the fact that they are taking place 

in devout Christian homes that accounts for the outcome more than the efficacy of the childhood 

promise. This was the conclusion of the Horton (2010) study. He found that among these 

ministry students, there was a strong correlation between early commitments and devout 

Christian homes. He concluded that “the study does not support the efficacy of childhood 

evangelism” in the absence of a devout Christian environment. 

By adolescence and the Synthetic/Conventional stage, the brain has matured 
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enough to provide the ability to deduce implications cognitively. Adolescents are able to 

understand faith, the cost of following Jesus, and even themselves, at a completely different 

level. The commitment of the child’s total being to the Lord might need to be rethought, because 

their total being has radically changed. Even if as a child they committed all of themselves that 

they understood to all of God that they knew, by the time of their adolescence, both they 

themselves and their understanding of God will have grown dramatically. There is more of them 

now that needs to be pledged, and more of God for them to pledge themselves to. The promise of 

all they understood of their lives as a child to all they knew of God as a child might still apply to 

their childish part, but the new greater part of their lives they now understand also needs to be 

pledged to the greater part of God they now can consider abstractly.  

In summary, it might be helpful to imagine a “life horizon,” as the distance one 

can see life in the future. A child has a very short life horizon, because of their pre-operational 

cognitive functioning, and meager experience of life. It may be useful to question whether a 

person can make effective promises that extend past one’s life horizon. And having made a 

promise on the other side of the horizon, now being able to see much further, it may be very 

appropriate to make a new promise. 

Social Context 

According to Fowler’s theory, between childhood’s Intuitive/Projective faith and 

the Synthetic/Conventional faith of the adolescent, the young person’s social world changes a 

great deal. Not only the aspect of faith that he has called “Bounds of Social Awareness,” but also 

the “Locus of Authority.” Fowler points out that in the Intuitive/Projective stage, the child’s 

family is the extent of their social awareness, and that in this stage the child absorbs the family’s 
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faith (Fowler 1981, 17). Berger and Luckmann (1966) refer to this period in the child’s life as the 

time of primary socialization and argue that it is during this time that children take on their 

understanding of the world, mainly through their interaction with their family. Likewise, the 

Locus of Authority in this stage rests in Mom and Dad and older siblings (Fowler 1981, 173). 

When a child is asked by an advocate who is their only real source of authority if they would like 

to do something, and told that the authority thinks it would be a good idea, they will probably do 

so, based not on their cognitive understanding, but on their social understanding. This was the 

essence of Beckwith’s argument that a childhood profession of faith is most often a consequence 

of the child’s desire to please the parent (Beckwith p 52). 

By adolescence the young person’s social awareness has greatly expanded, 

moving from “Family and primal others” in the Intuitive/Projective stage to “groups in which 

one has interpersonal relations” in the Synthetic/Conventional stage (Fowler 1981, 172). In this 

expanded social world, it is likely that the child will encounter others that don’t believe as their 

families do, which may prompt questions about their faith and its place in their lives. At this 

same time, Fowler believes that the Locus of Authority in the young person’s life has changed, 

from the parents in Intuitive/Projective faith to the “consensus of valued groups,” in the 

adolescent’s Synthetic/Conventional faith (Fowler 1981, 172). Sociologist Tony Campolo has 

called these groups “primary groups” and believes that membership in these groups determines 

the greatest part of an adolescent’s actions and attitudes (Campolo 1989, 51). The Newbergs, 

based on their brain development research, called this time of adolescence a “very conformist 

stage” (Newberg and Newberg 2006, 191). (In reality, it is probably not any more conformist 

than the earlier stages; the difference is in whom the adolescents are conforming to.) If the center 

of the adolescent’s social world and Locus of Authority in the Synthetic/Conventional stage (the 
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peer group) does not affirm the religious beliefs of the Locus of Authority in the 

Intuitive/Projective stage (the parents) the stage might be set for a renegotiation of faith as the 

adolescent reconsiders the childhood promise, and potentially, the need for a new commitment 

(Fowler 1981, 154). 

Note that in both the Intuitive/Projective stage and the Synthetic/Conventional 

stage, faith is still tacit (Fowler 1981, 162-164). To a large extent faith’s meaning is unexamined 

and resides in the communities that the child is a part of: the family as a small child and the peer 

group as an adolescent. The significance of the social group to faith has been noted by 

sociologists such as Stark and Bainbridge (1985) who argue that conversion is more a response 

to social connections than new spiritual understanding, and Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, 

who wrote “To have a conversion experience is nothing much. The real thing is to be able to 

keep on taking it seriously; to retain a sense of its plausibility. This is where the religious 

community comes in. It provides the indispensable plausibility structure for the new reality…. “ 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966, p 158) 

Moral Reasoning: In the Intuitive/Projective faith stage, corresponding to 

Kohlberg’s Level I morality, right and wrong are determined by the rules of authorities, 

generally family members and trusted caregivers. Those rules have not been internalized. In the 

Synthetic/Conventional faith stage, the adolescent has generally moved to Kohlberg’s Level 2, 

conventional morality, where rules are internalized but still come from important groups and 

authorities (Kohlberg 1984, 173). Righteousness, or right living, is an essential part of the moral 

code of most religions, certainly of Christianity. If the basis for determining what is right and 

wrong changes, as it does when young people move from Fowler’s stage 1 to stage 3, then the 

young person’s understanding of how to “be good” is going to change. If the “good” that a 
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person committed to as a child is no longer seen to be good as an adolescent, it is likely that the 

resulting crisis might help set the stage for a renegotiation of faith, leading to a new commitment.  

Changing Images of God 

In the Intuitive/Projective stage of childhood the image of God that children carry 

is informed by their imagination and their contact with trusted adults (Fowler 1981, 128; Rizzuto 

1979). By the Synthetic/Conventional stage of adolescence, the developing cognitive abilities of 

the child allow a much more nuanced and abstract picture of God. This provides another 

potential reason for the need for a new commitment during adolescence, the young person’s 

understanding of God himself has changed! From their standpoint, the God to whom they 

committed themselves as a child doesn’t look the same as the God they now understand.  

Fowler (1981, 301) makes a fascinating observation that what conversion means 

at any stage is different. He suggests that the apocalypticism of Hal Lindsey in the 1970’s was 

designed to appeal to Christian adults still stuck in the Mythic/Literal stage of faith (Fowler 

1981, 301). But in the Synthetic/Conventional stage, the appeal is different: “God – when God 

remains or becomes salient in a person’s faith at this stage – must also be re-imagined as having 

inexhaustible depths and as being capable of knowing personally those mysterious depths of self 

and others we know that we ourselves will never know” (Fowler 1981, 153). Fowler suggests 

that this is a consequence of the aspect of faith that he calls “Perspective taking” based on the 

work of Robert Selman. Selman describes the period of adolescence as including what he calls 

“mutual interpersonal perspective taking”: the teenager is thinking abstractly and able to put 

himself into the shoes of another, and is therefore searching for someone who he sees as caring 

as deeply about him or herself as he or she does: in best friends, young love, or indeed, a 
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relationship with the divine. This also explains why so many evangelistic appeals to teenagers 

center on knowing God as a best friend. 

Identity Development 

A final way of looking at the changes in faith between childhood and adolescence 

comes from Erik Erikson. His study of the development of identity in Identity Youth and Crisis 

(1968) argues that identity doesn’t solidify until adolescence as part of the resolution of the 

Identity/Role confusion crisis. He argues that the roots of adult faith come in early childhood 

from the trust that develops between child and caregiver in the first psychosocial crisis (Erikson 

1968, 103). At the same time, it’s not until the formation of the identity in adolescence that the 

possibility of a faith decision affecting a person’s life becomes possible (Erikson 1968, 91). This 

argument makes sense when one considers how many other life decisions are made in this stage, 

such as the choice of a spouse, the choice of a career, and ethical patterns and sources of adult 

meaning (Gillespie 1991, 59; 109). 

Educational Implications  

The first implication of this study is that whatever the theological assumptions, it 

is probably important to understand the conversion of young people from Christian homes as a 

long process rather than as a one time event. Within that process, important events may occur in 

both childhood and adolescence, the timing of which is determined by grace and revelation. The 

importance of those events on faith development can not be underestimated, and the variability 

of the transitions between the stages in Piaget’s, Kohlberg’s and Fowler’s theories mean that one 

can never be sure which stage young people, even of the same age, are in. This implies that the 
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opportunity for crucial events (retreats, mission trips, conferences…) should be scheduled 

frequently. 

While missiologists and adult church educators are likely to see discipleship as a 

process that follows and is separate from evangelism, the conclusions of this paper imply that in 

both childrens and adolescent ministry evangelism and discipleship should not be separated. 

Rather than the clean break between evangelism and discipleship that one sees in adults, it might 

be helpful to see religious development from the earliest stages up to the end of adolescence as 

involving simultaneous and interleaved evangelism and discipleship. 

As the church continues to invest in children’s and youth ministry, the 

phenomenon noted in this paper may become more prevalent. Further research might show that 

the phenomenon is happening a lot more frequently than is realized.  

This paper has argued that the phenomenon of multiple commitments might be a 

consequence of faith development. While theology is crucial to the nature of every religious 

enterprise (indeed, every human enterprise), it would be easy to dismiss these multiple 

commitments on theological grounds. The young people reported in the Tighe (2010) and 

Bergler and Rahn (2002) studies perceived the need for both events. It may be that the side-by-

side existence of these children and adolescent commitments needs to be investigated as a topic 

of practical theology (Osmer 2008). Ideally, our theology should help us to understand what is 

going on in the process of multiple commitments, not discourage young people from making 

new commitments that might be important for the development of their faith.  

The lessons for parents are the standard lessons for the teachers of children: When 

talking to a child about faith, it is critical to consider the child’s stage of faith and level of 

cognitive ability. Most of the simple metaphors that parents assume will make conversion clear 
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to a child, rely on fairly sophisticated abstract thinking, and cannot be appropriated by the child 

as the parents understand them. For instance, “inviting Jesus into your heart” is a great image, 

but cannot be understood without the ability to reason abstractly. The crucial insight is that what 

one says to the child about religion may not be understood by the child the way the parents 

intend it.  

Children’s ministers who encourage childhood commitment, should probably 

prepare parents for a significant re-examination of faith in adolescence (Beckwith 2004, 61).  

Further, like parents, children’s ministry leaders should be very diligent in helping volunteers to 

understand the implications of children’s Intuitive/Projective faith. Like youth ministry, the 

children’s program needs to interleave ongoing strands of both evangelism and discipleship.  

Youth workers need to keep in mind that just because a youth group member has 

gone through a commitment in childhood doesn’t necessarily mean that they are currently 

following Christ or will follow Christ in the future. This study implies that faith is always 

changing and requires renegotiation and sometimes re-commitment to remain salient in a young 

person’s life. Therefore, youth programming too needs to include ongoing elements of both 

evangelism and discipleship.  

Further Research and Musings 

It may be that evangelical faith development sometimes includes a new 

commitment at each new stage of faith. In the evangelical world, exposure to evangelistic 

messages is fairly constant at every age. It may be that as an individual progresses into each new 

stage, these messages will suddenly be understood differently, leading to a new, stage-

appropriate commitment. In fact, given the critiques of Fowler’s stages, evidence of clusters of 
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“conversion-like” events occurring at particular points in evangelical Christian development 

might provide empirical evidence of the accuracy of Fowler’s theoretical structure. According to 

authors such as Garber (2007), Parks (1991a) and Adams (2008, 129), there seems to be another 

critical renegotiation of faith that takes place in later adolescence, towards the end of the college 

years, centering on the meaning ascribed to faith. This might correspond to the transition to 

Fowler’s Individuative/Reflective Faith stage. 

Certainly the relationship between stages of faith and multiple commitments 

would benefit from further research into both childhood and adolescent commitments. 

Longitudinal studies of those who make childhood decisions to follow Christ would be 

particularly helpful to confirm the pilot study referred to in the first section (Tighe 2010), and the 

teenage conversions who reported a childhood conversion in Bergler and Rahn (2002). 

Particularly it would be interesting to see what happens to young people who make children’s 

commitments and then don’t make the adolescent commitment, likewise to follow the effect of 

adolescent commitment in the lives of those who had not made children’s commitments.  

Conclusion  

This study was initiated by the observation in a pilot study by Tighe (2010) that 

some children of evangelical pastors who made a childhood commitment to follow Christ with 

their families, later made another commitment to follow Christ, that they considered crucial. This 

study asked if this phenomenon of multiple commitments might be explained by James Fowler’s 

theory of faith development. After looking at the phenomenon of conversion, and in some detail 

at the theory of Fowler, there is reason to believe that Fowler’s stages of faith, particularly in 

regard to the aspects of faith that he calls Cognitive Understanding, Bounds of Social Awareness, 
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Moral Reasoning, and Erikson’s theories of Identity development do provide a basis for 

understanding the phenomenon of childhood commitment followed by adolescent commitment.  
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