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I would not give a fig for the simplicity 
this side of complexity, but I would 
give my life for the simplicity on the 

other side of complexity.
—OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES

I will give up all that I possess, yea, 
I will forsake my kingdom, that I may 

receive this great joy. . . . I will give 
away all my sins to know thee. . . .

—KING LAMONI’S FATHER
(Alma 22:15–18)

G IVING UP ONE’S life, forsaking
one’s kingdom, giving away all one’s
sins. . . . That’s gut-level stuff—will-

ingnesses that come only from the deep parts
of souls, determinations that ring true only
when expressed by those who’ve really been
in the tussle. We’re talking about adult mat-
ters here. 

A quick glance through this issue of
SUNSTONE will reveal that many pieces touch
upon the relationship between “faith and
doubt.”1 I know—as a topic, it’s a Sunstone
perennial, a theme that plays in the back-
ground of so many of the personal wrestlings
that bring folks to our pages and sympo-
siums. And I’d be loathe to admit that I work
all the long hours I do in an enterprise
having anything to do with “doubt” if I only
thought of it in its negative sense. If I didn’t
also sense its intimate connection with
“faith.” If I didn’t believe that doubt is a
portal through which we must pass if we’re
ever to know the kind of simplicity Holmes
is speaking about. If I didn’t trust doubting as
a necessary companion on the pathway to
knowing the God who says his yoke is “easy”
and his burden “light” (Matthew 11:30).
Hence, even though it’s a perennial, I’m ex-
cited to see the faith/doubt dynamic fore-
grounded again.

A S those of you who are regular
readers of my editorials may know, I
have found a great deal of peace and

encouragement in my own wrestle with
doubt and faith in the work of James W.
Fowler. His Stages of Faith showed up in my
life twice—the first time while I was feeling

kinda cocky, sure that since I’d straightened
out my life and started to fly right again, I
had everything figured out; the second time,
nine years later, after doubt had busted me
up some more. I caught on better the second
time.2

Fowler’s work builds upon insights in
child and human development studies that
suggest that in order for us to develop a
healthy, well-integrated personality, we must
successfully perform various developmental
tasks and negotiate different “stages” of matu-
ration and growth. The gist of Fowler’s work is
demonstrating that something similar must
occur in the development of deep, abiding
faith. That is, if we are to come to know faith
at its most mature levels, we must first know
but then move beyond earlier forms of faith
while still retaining the vitality and gifts of
each previous stage.

All stages of faith involve a complex inter-
play between conscious and unconscious
processes and involve many biological, emo-
tional, cognitive, social, and religio-cultural
factors which, if not negotiated well, conspire
to arrest faith development at a level one
would associate with childhood or early ado-
lescence. Nevertheless, Fowler’s research
shows that most adults manage to successfully
create an integrated “set of beliefs, values, and
commitments that provide orientation and
courage for living.”3 In other words, by the
time we reach chronological adulthood, most
of us have managed to create a “worldview” of
some sort, an understanding about life, a
“faith” that includes a sense of morality and
purpose which satisfies our basic need for
identity, meaning, and hope for the future.
This type of faith provides us with an ori-
enting story in which we “live, and move, and
have our being” (Acts 17:28). Given all that
can go wrong in a universe composed of freely
acting agents, arriving at this stage of faith is a
remarkable accomplishment. And in all that
follows, I do not want to be read in any way as
suggesting that faith of this type isn’t worthy
of honor and respect.

T HERE’S a rub, however, for Fowler
also contends that though this is the
stage of faith development at which
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most adults live out their lives—many of
them in perfect contentment—this stage is
only halfway to the highest form of faith: full
identification with God (which, in deference
to non-theistic traditions, Fowler alterna-
tively characterizes as identification with the
will and purposes of the universe). Further
complicating this picture is Fowler’s claim
that while the basic thrust of Christ’s message
(and that of most religious traditions, in-
cluding, in my opinion, Mormonism) is to
bring people to this highest form of faith, the
institutional workings of most churches, for
complex and largely unconscious reasons,
actually discourage adherents from venturing
forth from the earlier stage of faith.

In articulating this point, Fowler borrows
from Kenneth Keniston the concept of the
“modal development level” in communities.
In applying this concept to religious commu-
nities, Fowler defines the modal develop-
mental level as

the average expectable level of devel-
opment for adults in a given com-

munity. In faith terms, it refers to
the conscious or unconscious
image of adult faith toward which
the educational practices, religious
celebrations and patterns of gover-
nance in a community all aim. The
modal level operates as a kind of
magnet in religious communities.
Patterns of nurture prepare chil-
dren and youth to grow up to the
modal level—but not beyond it. . . .
The operation of the modal level in
a community sets an effective limit
on the ongoing process of growth
in faith.4

Fowler’s depiction of the stages of faith is
not a theology; it does not describe “faith” in
terms of specific discursive claims about God
or the universe. But Fowler is a Christian—
an ordained minister in the United Methodist
tradition—and as such, he is especially inter-
ested in the implications of his stages-of-faith
theory for fellow Christians. Given that, sup-
pose Fowler is right. Suppose there is a dis-

connect between the fundamental thrust of
Jesus’s gospel and the gravitational pull (the
modal developmental level) at work in most
Christian communities. What can be done to
close this gap? 

Fowler states the matter this way:
Discipleship to Christ, if radically
followed to full maturity, would
bring persons to a way of spending
and being spent in their lives that
would express loyalty to the rule of
God and in covenant relations with
a commonwealth of being. In light
of this, we ask ourselves, how can
faith communities avoid the coer-
civeness of the modal develop-
mental level, and how can they
sponsor appropriate and ongoing
lifelong development in faith?5

I believe Fowler is right about the kind of
life Christ’s message calls us toward. I also be-
lieve that Fowler’s critique of Christian com-
munities in general applies to the Mormon
community as well. In Mormonism, the

“image of adult faith toward which the
educational practices, religious cele-
brations and patterns of governance in
[our] community all aim” is some-
thing short of what the LDS gospel in
its highest form calls us toward.

I further believe that the reason our
modal developmental level (like that
of other traditions) is at a lesser stage
is our fear, as a religious community,
of the developmental tasks required to
pass through the next stage. For ac-
cording to Fowler’s model, if we are to
move toward the higher forms of faith,
we must be willing to examine our be-
liefs and centering values from new
perspectives. The achievement of the
stage at which most adults spend their
lives comes about through mostly tacit
processes (though once attained, this
stage allows us to make incredibly
complex and wondrous connections
between ideas and principles). But the
next step in the journey requires that
we move to more explicit examina-
tions of all aspects of our previously
held faith. As Fowler puts it, “the pre-
vious stage’s tacit system of beliefs,
values, and commitments must be
critically examined. . . . [They] must
be allowed to become problematic.”6

If I’m right in suggesting that fear
of this pulling-apart stage—and fear
of the “doubt” that naturally accompa-
nies such reexamination—is the main
factor in our (or any) religious com-
munity’s failure to encourage spiritual

S u n  S t ro k e s  

2005 SUNSTONE WEST

Our great thanks to all who helped make this year’s Sunstone West Symposium a success! The more
than a hundred attendees and presenters who participated in the 22–23 April gathering at the San
Francisco Airport Clarion were treated to a twenty-three-item smorgasbord of panels and presenta-
tions on contemporary LDS theological, historical, and cultural issues. The symposium’s plenary ses-
sions featured: a screening and discussion of the film, Burying the Past, which wrestles with the
Mountain Meadows Massacre and recent efforts toward healing the wounds that have reverberated for
the past century and a half; “Humor from the Tightrope,” lighthearted  but poignant luncheon remarks
by LDS writer and poet Carol Lynn Pearson; and D. Michael Quinn’s presentation of “To Whom Shall
We Go?” (published on page 26 of this issue of SUNSTONE). All symposium sessions are now available
for order on cassette tape or CD, and through computer download, at the Sunstone website, <www.sun-
stoneonline.com>.

We also extend heartfelt thanks to this year’s Sunstone West planning committee. Laura and Todd
Compton worked many, many crazy and aggravating hours coordinating all aspects of the program,
and Richard Rands shone once more in dealing with all hotel arrangements and also as a generous un-
derwriter of the film session. It’s wonderful working with such good and talented folks, whose hearts
also know how to forgive the many frustrations that come with undertakings of this size and com-
plexity. Thank you, friends.

Richard Rands, Todd Compton, and Laura Compton receive thanks during the closing session from Sunstone 
board member Michael Stevens (left); Sunstone West crowd awaits the start of a session
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development beyond its current modal de-
velopmental level, it seems to me that the
only thing that might change that is to de-
mystify the processes, including doubt,
which Fowler’s research suggests are neces-
sary steps in the journey ahead. That is, we
must clarify what doubt is—and what it is
not. We must learn to understand it as an es-
sential ingredient in mature faith, but we
must also come to recognize that doubt is
only one element in a complex interplay of
powerful and dynamic forces, and that
achieving the cognitive distance and new
perspective doubt provides in no way consti-
tutes an ending point (nor even a high level)
of faith. It’s a simple thing to start picking
things apart, but doubting is part of the com-
plexity, not the simplicity, that Holmes
speaks about.

I HAVE much more to say about these dy-
namics, but space constraints won’t
allow me to explore them in any more

depth until the next SUNSTONE issue. While
you spend time engaging this issue and its
various musings on doubt and faith, I en-
courage you to take comfort in the fact that
we’re on a journey—souls in motion, hearts
following the sound of a far-off call. None of
you would be reading this magazine nor we
working to produce it if our gut wasn’t telling
us that if we keep following that call, we’ll
come to know that simplicity that lies on the
far side of complexity. We’ll find that joy that
is worth far more than any kingdom.         

NOTES

1. In some ways, this doubt/faith theme chose it-
self as we decided to publish D. Michael Quinn’s ar-
ticle, “‘To Whom Shall We Go?’: Historical Patterns of
Restoration Believers with Serious Doubts,” and
shortly thereafter received and chose to present Gary
Bergera’s study of President Hinckley’s encounter with
doubt during his college years. After these major
pieces were in place, however, I deliberately selected
other texts—the “Of Good Report” book selection (p.
24) and the “Olive Leaf” comments by President
Hugh B. Brown (p. 80)—to highlight the issue even
more. 

2. James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The
Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for
Meaning (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995).
Originally published, Harper and Row, 1981.

3. James W. Fowler, Weaving the New Creation:
Stages of Faith and the Public Church (Eugene, OR:
Wipf and Stock, 2001), 108. Originally published,
Harper Collins, 1991.

4. Fowler, Stages of Faith, 294, emphases in orig-
inal.

5. Ibid, 295.
6. James W. Fowler, Faithful Change: The Personal

and Public Challenges of Postmodern Life (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1996), 62.

SUNSTONE THANKS the following visionary individuals for their support of 
the foundation’s activities during 2004:

Without friends no one would choose to live, 
though he had all other goods.  —ARISTOTLE

$2,500 and up
Anonymous (2 donors)

$1,000–$2,500
Stirling Adams, Molly M. Bennion, D. Jeff Burton, Cole R. Capener, Richard L.
Castleton, Julie K. Curtis, Rebecca England and Jordan Kimball, Kelly and Nancy
Fife, Richard H. Keller, Armand L. and Ruth Mauss, Kim McCall, J. Frederick
(Toby) Pingree, Nicholas G. and Marion Smith, Mack C. Stirling, Berenice and
Gary Theurer, Donna and Leonard Wald, Nola W. Wallace, Earl M. Wunderli,
Anonymous (3 donors) 

$400–$999
Dale A. Beckstead, Gary James Bergera, Jeffrey R. Bohn, Duward J. and Alice L.
Brown, Blaine L. Carlton and Marilyn Bushman-Carlton, Thomas D. Coppin, Dale
Johnson, Linda Hoffman Kimball, Arnold V. Loveridge, Ralph J. Payne, George C.
Pingree, Mary Ellen Robertson, Barbara G. Smith, Anonymous (2 donors)

$100–$399
Floyd M. Anderson, Joseph C. Bentley, Joseph E. and Gertrude N. Black, James W.
Blan, Wayne and Phyllis Booth, Bruce K. Bourgeous, Bill Bradshaw, James Brent
Briggs, Newell G. Bringhurst, Renee Pyott Carlson, Kathleen Cattani, Michael G.
Chard, Susan M. Christensen, Blaine S. Clements, Richard J. and Julie C.
Cummings, Robyn Davis, David and Karen Gardner Dee, Marlene M. Fansler,
Corrinne M. Fiedler, Jack Frost, Christopher C. Fuller, Marian J. Gray, Kristine
Haglund Harris, Joyce P. Houghton, Virginia G. Huber, Douglas D. Jenson, Jeffery
O. Johnson, Susanna B. and Charles E. Johnson, Nancy S. and Omar M. Kader,
Margaret E. Kenney, Scott and Susan Hobson Kenney, Katherine Koldewyn,
Norman B. Koller, Garold K. Kotter, Glen R. and Marijane Lambert, Anthony J.
Lapray, Robert and Sharyn Larsen, Clark R. Layton, O. Marvin Lewis, Don R.
Mabey, E. W. Madsen, Janet E. Mayhew, Karma and Frank McLeskey, Frances Lee
Menlove, Mary Ann and Anthony Morgan, Kent G. Olson, Gregory C. Pingree,
Georgia T. Platts, Phyllis N. Purdy, Randal K. Quarles, Richard D. Rands, Karen
Rosenbaum, Waldraut Schlegel, Jan Shipps, G. Bruce Smith, Arland Thornton,
Renee Tietjen, Sid Titensor, Sandra B. Truex, Karl Thatcher Ulrich, Dirk C. Visser,
Gary M. Watts, Beryl Wheeler, Lee and Marilyn White, H. Micheal Wright,
Anonymous (33 donors)

$99 and under
Franceskay Allebes, Janice M. Allred, Emy Andrew, Patricia S. Beltran, Christopher
K. Bigelow, Marie Blanchard, Catherine H. Bowen, Douglas R. Bowen, Robert H.
Briggs, A. Jerry Butler, Allen B. Buxton, Kyle Cattani, Phil Clegg, Christopher
Conkling, Benjamin L. Crue, Starr and Judith Curtis, Robert W. Donigan, Vickie
Stewart Eastman and Alan D. Eastman, Phillip M. Eyring, Donald L. Gibbon, Brian
M. Hall, Connie Cannon Holbrook, M. Reed and Mary Anne Hunter, Ian C. Hyde,
Mark D. Jamieson, Norman W. Jarvis, Duane E. Jeffery, Buckley C. Jeppson, Mary
Jane Johns, Ann M. Johnson, Sandra G. Jolley, Jack Landro, Charles Larson, Dale
C. LeCheminant, Linda Lindstrom, Larry S. Luke, Laurel M. Madsen, Michael E.
Nielsen, Richard K. Olsen, David G. Pace, Betty Ruth Parker, Jane A. Patterson,
Thomas J. Pillar, Allison Pingree, Geoffrey B. Pingree, Ty Pritchett, Dennis R. and
Kristine B. Read, Bruce G. Rogers, Beverly L. Shaw, Floyd W. Sherwood, Ruth N.
Silcock, Leon and Colette Spackman, LaVal W. Spencer, Ann Stone, Sandra B.
Straubhaar, Douglass and Susan Taber, Emma Lou Thayne, Rhoda W. Thurston,
Ellen and Lawrence Toscano, Lois S. Van Dusen, Joy Walsh, Shauna and Merrill
Watts, Jacob S. White, William S. and Doris M. Workman, Anonymous (89
donors)

THE SUNSTONE EDUCATION FOUNDATION is a non-profit organization. Contributions to Sunstone
are fully tax-deductible. Our survival is dependent on the generosity of our friends. Please consider sup-
porting our mission at whatever level you can.

�


