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The goal of my Doctor of Ministry project was to research the faith development of adults in 

their middle years (40-60) in the context of six American Baptist congregations in the Boston 

area.  The focus of the research was upon how well these churches were helping adults in their 

middle years to develop their faith, and the primary method used was a four page written 

questionnaire, which was answered by about 30% of the adults in this age group.  The research 

was informed by a critical review of several theorists of adult development, namely Erik 

Erikson, Carl Jung, Daniel Levinson, James Fowler, Carol Gilligan and Gabriel Moran.  Several 

theological images (journey, vocation, rebirth, justification, reconciliation and edification) were 

drawn into dialogue with the theorists to discuss common themes and divergences.  Also 

comparison was made with the findings of the Faith Development in the Adult Life Cycle 

Project, a joint venture of the Princeton Religion Research Center and the Religious Education 

Association.1 

This article presents findings from my research, which have implications for the theorists of 

adult development and for the Faith Development in the Adult Life Cycle Project.  My findings 

confirm some of their insights and challenge others.  The project developed out of my own 

personal journey as I came to the threshold of middle adulthood.  It was this personal 

investment and the support of my family and church, which enabled the project to survive 

some wilderness times along the way. 

1. For the majority of people in middle adulthood, faith is understood more in terms of a 

relationship with God than finding meaning in life. 

Seventy-five percent of respondents said that faith meant a relationship with God and 13 

percent spoke of faith as finding meaning in life.  This confirms the results of the Faith 

Development in the Life Cycle Project.  I find from my own pastoral experience of leading 

retreats and spiritual growth groups that faith understood as a relationship with God is the key 

to spiritual growth.  Central to Christianity is the belief that God has created a covenant 

relationship with humankind through the person and work of Jesus Christ.  It is a relationship 

not just an idea that provides the motivation and empowerment for spiritual growth.  At the 

same time, my research shows that meaning in life is important to this age group, particularly 

those with higher educational levels. 
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This result challenges the definition of faith put forth by James Fowler and followed in the Faith 

Development in the Adult Life Cycle Project.  Fowler describes faith as a way of knowing and 

interpreting the world, a way of finding meaning in life.2   However, a definition of faith which 

emphasizes meaning over relationship does not fit the experience of a majority of people in this 

country, and certainly not the American Baptist churches I studied.  As Carol Gilligan points out, 

“knowing” must take account of relational aspects as well as rational ones.3  Our definition of 

faith needs to include both relationship and meaning. 

2. Significant changes in faith happen during the years thirty to fifty. 

The Faith Development in the Adult Life Cycle Project reported the average age for significant 

change in faith as twenty-eight years old, with few reporting a change in later years.  But earlier 

in that same report most adults had indicated that the change had taken place within the 

previous ten years, which pointed to the possibility of successive changes in faith every decade 

or so.   My research confirms this latter trend and challenges the former average of twenty-

eight years.  In my research the group forty to fifty three years old reported high percentages of 

change during their thirties and forties, and the percentages were even higher among women 

than men.  Thus ministry with adults in their middle years has significant potential for dealing 

with changes in faith.  More research about successive changes in faith would be helpful.  My 

own pastoral experience and the theological images that have informed my research suggest 

that recurring transformations happen in many people’s lives. 

3. Individual faith cannot carry the whole meaning of development. 

The research demonstrates that faith develops in community.  Despite their weaknesses it is 

clear that the churches have had significant influence on the faith development of the 

participants.  This finding bears out Gabriel Moran’s convictions about the importance of 

religious development in community4 and Carol Gilligan’s insights about the importance of a 

network of caring.5 

My impression is that many of the respondents intellectually conceive faith as an individual 

relationship with God.  But operationally they express their faith in relationship to a 

community.  Relationships are what hold people in a church.  I have noticed a tendency among 

American Baptists (including clergy) to speak of their relationship to their church when asked 

about their relationship to God or Christ.  If they truly held to an individualistic interpretation of 

faith “as a relationship with God” then they would not be concerned about the church as 
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community.  It is a healthy sign that faith is seen both in terms of relationship with God and 

with a community of people.  My questionnaire was intended to explore the religious 

embeddedness of faith and the responses show many of this age group grappling with the 

issues of being part of a community. 

4. Women make more use of the church for dealing with personal issues than men. 

This confirms one conclusion from the Faith development in the Adult Life Cycle Project6 and 

supports the thesis of Carol Gilligan that women value caring and interconnection more than 

men.  Module two of the Faith Development in the Adult Life Cycle Project concludes that 

intimacy vs. isolation is the most frequently unresolved issue among adults, particularly men.7  

Throughout my research women showed higher involvement in relationships at church than 

men, with a couple of exceptions.  Women talk over their problems with people at church more 

frequently than men, although men said they would be more willing to talk with their pastor. 

Although the churches have a long way to go as therapeutic communities, the women have 

been using them that way for some time.  Some younger women in one church I served formed 

a Friendship Circle and worked on a quilt together.  The circle and the quilt are apt symbols for 

the way women connect with one another.  It would be helpful to know more about how 

women weave networks of support through church life, and how men may learn something 

from them. 

5. In church life women do more mentoring than men. 

“Mentoring” is defined in the survey as being “a trusted counselor of guide,” so was probably 

interpreted as several types of relationships, from being a parent to teaching to working with 

teens to helping younger mothers, etc…  But all these relationships contain the ingredients of a 

mentor relationship, even if the backdrop is not the business or academic scene against which 

Daniel Levinson describes mentoring.  This finding supports Carol Gilligan’s contention that 

women value and work on intimacy and generativity early in their adult lives. 

Significantly more women than men had received mentoring relationships at church, 

particularly from a pastor.  Thus the pastor (as far as I know, in most cases male) has been a 

significant part of the support network these women have found in church.   The male pastor 

functions in many symbolic roles for women in the church –as father, son, counselor, teacher, 

friend.  It is not difficult to understand why there would be resistance to female pastors from 

the women themselves.   It would be interesting to discover how female pastors deal with this 

dynamic. 
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6. Conversely, men have more difficulty than women with issues of intimacy and 

generativity. 

This finding is consonant with the description by Daniel Levinson of contemporary men.  But 

the picture is not as bleak in the church in regard to friendships and mentoring as Levinson 

describes in his book, The Seasons of A Man’s Life.8   About half the men had benefitted from a 

mentoring relationship, and about one third had themselves been mentors during the whole of 

their church experience.   Just under half of them talk over personal problems at church and 

would be willing to do so with their pastor.  The latter was one of the few places men 

responded more positively than women.  This does not amount to a picture of men folk at ease 

with issues of intimacy and generativity, but it does indicate a foundation on which to build.  I 

remember one of the men in my church saying several times that the relationships were more 

important to him than the actual work done.  He and several others often volunteered for work 

projects at church.  This understanding needs to be encouraged – that the relationships are as 

important as the project.   

7. There are signs of synthetic/conventional faith in the church but there are also 

challenges to it. 

It is James Fowler’s contention that religious institutions like church and synagogue function 

best with synthetic/conventional faith (Stage 3 faith).9   This kind of faith produces conformity 

in belief and behavior and has, in Jungian language, a shadow side to it.  The shadow in church 

life consists of a denial of deeper feelings, a repression of issues likely to bring conflict, and a 

steadily maintained appearance of “a smiling Christianity”.  My research uncovered signs of this 

faith more indirectly than directly.   I invited responses to a series of statements rating the 

relevance of the church’s mission, openness of communication, organizational effectiveness, 

and the personal sharing of faith, feelings, doubts and questions.  Those who said their church 

had contributed a lot to the change in their faith were very uncritical in these responses.  I 

interpret this uncritical tendency as a conformity which does not easily admit problems within 

the system.  One person put it succinctly in a comment written in the margin: “To oppose the 

beliefs of the majority, it is difficult to express.” 

This conformity and avoidance of conflict and difficult problems is shown by the small number 

who indicated involvement in social action/issues groups or ecumenical groups.  A significant 

number did say that the church had helped with the application of faith to discrimination and 

poverty and peace issues, but this application was not translated into group involvements in 

the churches. 
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At other points the respondents were more open about weaknesses.  Forty percent admitted 

that they do not talk over personal problems at church.  Very few said that their church had 

helped them with personal and “embarrassing” issues like unemployment, alcohol or drug 

addiction, abortion, singleness, loneliness, and divorce.   

A surprising discovery was that fifty-eight percent of respondents reported that membership on 

a board or committee of the church had helped their faith development (the next highest 

ranked activity being Bible study at forty seven percent).  On further inquiry people said they 

got a sense of achievement and accomplishment from working together on a project for a 

board or committee.  The fifty-eight percent who made that response on the questionnaire 

may indicate that what appears on the surface to be a very conventional activity does in fact 

have hidden depth. 

In conclusion, with reference to Fowler’s remarks about the synthetic/conventional nature of 

faith in the church, I would say that my research results are a mixed bag.  Fourteen years in 

pastoral ministry have taught me that if one digs below the surface of what appears to be 

conventional and conformist, one finds all kinds of surprises of God’s grace.  And where a 

congregation is intentional about nurturing faith and spirituality, and where its people evaluate 

their mission in light of important contemporary issues, the way of growth is always open. 

 


