Fruitful Practices: Intentional Faith Development
Psalm 78:1-4

The Mundy sisters hadn’t seen their older brother, Jack, in years. But they were so proud of him. He’d spent twenty-five years as a missionary in Africa, working with lepers. Everyone in their little village in Ireland admired Jack and his ministry.


But sometimes our journeys take unexpected turns, and change happens whether we’ve planned for it or not. And when Jack returns home in the play Dancing at Lughnasa, things don’t go as his sisters had expected. 
There’s never a civic reception with bands and flags and speeches to welcome Jack home. The parish priest never comes out to the Mundy home to visit the returning missionary. And Father Jack never says mass for his sisters and their rural neighbors—or for anyone else.
Instead Jack returns ill and a physical shadow of his former self. After years of speaking Swahili, he struggles to remember the English words he wants to use. And, perhaps most shockingly, he seems to have “gone native” when it comes to his religious beliefs and practices.

Jack tells his sisters about ritual sacrifices of roosters and goats and ceremonial cutting of first crops. He recounts chanting incantations of gratitude and dancing expressions of thanksgiving. He recalls lighting fires and painting faces and singing local songs and drinking palm wine and dancing and dancing and dancing. 

Jack’s health improves. He recovers his full vocabulary, as well as his old bounce and vigour. But he continues to tell stories about his religious practices in Africa.
Each new story seems to contain more revelations. And each new revelation startles, shocks, even stuns his sister Kate. But finally Kate hits on a phrase that seems to help.

With a defiant toss of her head, she would say: “Leaping around a fire and offering a little hen to Uka or Ito or whoever is not religion as I was taught it and indeed know it. But then Jack must make his own distinctive search.”

A distinctive spiritual search.

While Kate uses the phrase to ease her disappointment with her brother, I think it describes the kind of intentional faith development that can be a fruitful practice—for both individuals and a congregations.
This morning we heard the opening verses of Psalm 78, which is a teaching song. After calling people to listen, the psalm singer goes on to recount in great detail the activity of God in the lives of our spiritual ancestors during the exodus from Egypt, the wanderings in the wilderness, the settlement of the promised land, and the establishment of the nation of Israel with David as king.
The  “teaching” of Psalm 78 to which we’re called to “give ear” and pass down to future generations is a teaching of hope in the goodness of God and a warning of the consequences of continual disobedience.
According to this teaching song, God called our ancestors in the faith out of Egypt into a new life of abundance in the land of promise. God called the people to undertake a difficult journey of faith. When they were afraid, when they despaired, and even when they grumbled, God provided.
The psalm singer maintains that God gives each of us a path to travel and that God continually provides for our journey. Our choice is to trust God to provide for the journey or to grumble at every turn in the road.
We’re allowed to question God and to call God to account. But at some point along the journey, we must learn to trust God. To acknowledge that God’s ways and wisdom are beyond our own. To commit ourselves to continuing the journey, to developing a deeper understanding of God’s ways and wisdom, to growing as a people of faith as we travel.
As with any spiritual practice, this type of intentional faith development doesn’t happen overnight. It’s an ongoing journey along which we experience unexpected turns and ongoing change and along which we move at different paces at various times.

A number of decades ago archaeologists uncovered some interesting things about the ancient Temple Mount in Jerusalem. One of those things is the seemingly random design of the southern stairs. Weary travelers used these stairs to climb several hundred feet from the valley to the temple.
The rise of the steps varies in some instances by several inches. The depth of the steps varies—in no discernible pattern—by several feet.

Some people might conclude that the designers of the stairs were either incompetent or under the influence of mind-altering chemicals. But not the ancient rabbis. They saw the random, sometimes treacherous state of the southern stairs as a powerful metaphor for intentional faith development.
They argued that the engineers were people of faith who knew that to ascend the hill of God hurriedly and without thought would be spiritually dangerous. Rather they believed that those who would approach God must do so with intention, caution, and measured steps—paying attention and learning all along the way.
In the development and nurturing of our faith, sometimes we may feel we’re growing in leaps and bounds. At other times we may feels like we’re struck on the same step for too long and not really going anywhere. Perhaps we can hear the rabbis’ reminding us that both experiences—and everything in between—offer opportunities for growth.
Every aspect of the journey moves us toward the goal of intentional spiritual development. Each step, no matter how deep or shallow, is an important step. The key is traveling the journey with care and intentionality.
In his groundbreaking book Stages of Faith, James Fowler compares the development of faith to a coiled spring with seven identifiable stages along the way. Each stage of faith development builds on the previous stages. Fowler’s discoveries encourage us to think more intentionally about where we are on the coiled spring of faith development, where we want to be, and what we need to do to get there.
The first stages, according to Fowler, often occur when we’re very young and are quite basic. Our parents, teachers, and caregivers lay a foundation with their words and actions. If we experience consistent nurture, we’ll develop a sense of trust and safety about the universe and the divine. Negative experiences can cause us become distrustful.

Transition to the next stage begins as we’re able to integrate thought and language, which allows us to use symbols in speech and play. We begin to “think” about faith. We also begin to enter the perspective of others and to grow in our ability to capture life and significance in story and narrative—such as those we learn from the Bible.

Abstract thought comes next. This kind of thinking helps us make sense of things. We can reflect on past experiences and find within them lessons for today. We can create connections between the concrete and the abstract.
We then reach a stage at which we question, examine, and reclaim the values and beliefs that have been formed to this point. Rather than blindly accepting what’s been taught or experienced, we consciously choose our personal commitments to particular values and beliefs. We may ask ourselves,  “At my core, as one created in God’s image, who am I? “

Fowler calls the final stage of growth universalizing faith. In this stage we’re grounded in a oneness with the power of God. We’re also devoted to overcoming violence and oppression and to living as if God’s reign has already come.
As is true of a coiled spring, faith development moves us, stretches us, compresses us, and even spins us at times. Ultimately, it’s our choice how and where we move along the coil. We might say we intend to experience universalizing faith, but the question is whether we’re intentionally doing anything that helps us develop into that way of living.
The good news about the practice of intentional faith development—as with other spiritual practices—is that we don’t have to do it all on our own. We have a community of learners with whom we can grow and develop.

And we need that community.

Faith development is not unlike other kinds of human development. When a child is born, he or she continues the growth and development that started in utero. But if an infant is disconnected from community—from his or her parents or caregivers—the infant will fail to thrive and, ultimately, die.
As humans, we can go only so far on our own. Growth—whether spiritual, physical, social, or emotional—happens in a network of relationships and interdependencies. We need each other.
Life-changing and life-enriching learning takes place in the context of relationship and connection. We grow and develop as we gather in large and small groups; as we share experiences and insights; as we disagree and challenge one another; as we support, encourage, and hold each other accountable.

In the congregation I served in Louisville, there was a chorus we often sang during our 9:00 a.m. worship service. The chorus came to represent the commitment the people who participated in that service had to intentional faith development within the context of community.

Here are the lyrics to that chorus:

It’s a journey we walk together.

It’s a journey that we share.

It’s a journey of hope, a journey of joy, a journey of prayer.

It’s a journey we walk with God as our guide.

It’s a journey of the faith that we share.


This morning we have the joy of welcoming new members to our congregation. As we do so in a few moments, may we also commit ourselves to sharing a journey with them—a journey along which we intentionally seek to develop in faith. Amen.
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