Westerhoff’s Styles of Faith

(Notes taken from Will our Children Have Faith, John Westerhoff III, 1976, Harper Collins Publications, New York. Used by permission.)
Faith is an action which includes thinking, feeling and willing and is transmitted, sustained and expanded through our interactions with other faithing selves in a community of faith.  It results from our action with others but changes and expands through our action with others and expresses itself daily in our action with others.

Faith can, if provided with the proper interactive experiences, expand through four distinctive styles of faith:

(
Experienced/Imitative Faith

(
Affiliative Faith

(
Searching Faith

(
Owned Faith

Westerhoff uses the analogy of a tree to describe the relationship between the styles of faith. A tree with one ring is as much a tree as a tree with four rings — it is complete and whole, but not expanded. Hence one style of faith is not a better or greater faith than another. Rather one seeks to expand into new styles of faith not to possess better or greater faith, but to fulfil one’s faith potential.  

A person expands from one style of faith to another only if the proper environment, experiences and interactions are present. Expansion from one style of faith to another is slow and gradual and cannot be rushed.  As a tree grows, it does not eliminate rings, but adds each ring to the ones before, always maintaining all the previous rings as it expands.  One does not outgrow a style of faith and its needs.  Rather, one expands it by adding new elements and new needs.  If the needs of an earlier style of faith cease to be met, then one tends to return to that earlier style of faith until these needs are again satisfied.

Experienced/Imitative Faith:

Faith is first experienced enactively:

(
Children initiate action and respond to actions

(
The child tests and explores, imagines and creates, observes and copies, experiences and reacts

(
Children’s actions influence those with whom they interact…their acts provide a mirror and a test for those with whom they interact

(
The characteristics of experienced faith are important and foundational to persons throughout their lives.

Experience is foundational to faith:

(
A person first learns of Christ, not as a theological affirmation, but as an affective experience. It is not so much the words we hear as the experiences we have connected with those words

(
Language and experience are inter-related, e.g. experiences of love, trust and 
acceptance must be consistent with the meanings attributed to those words

Experienced faith results from interactions with other faithing selves:

(
It is important to discover what sorts of environments, experiences and interactions are necessary for our own and another’s life of faith

(
It is important to put words into deeds and deeds into words, to be open to influence as well as to influence

Affiliative Faith:

If the needs of experienced faith have been adequately met, persons may adopt an affiliative style of faith.

Belonging to a self-conscious community is an important aspect of this style of faith:

(
People seek to act with others in an accepting community with a clear sense of identity

(
People need to participate in the community’s activities to feel wanted, needed, accepted and important to the community is of crucial importance.  

There is a dominance of religious affections:

(
There has been too much concern too early with the activities of thinking in Christian education at the expense of the intuitional mode of consciousness

(
Actions in the realm of affections are prior to acts of thinking

(
There needs to be opportunities to act in ways that enhance religious affections, e.g. opportunities for experiencing awe, wonder and mystery and chances to sing, dance, paint and act.

It involves a sense of authority:

(
The story of tradition is of central importance

(
While faith is first experienced enactively, it is next experienced in image or stories

(
The learning community’s story is an essential for faith…belonging to and participating in an identity-conscious community of faith

(
We need to internalise, rehearse and personally own the story which undergirds the community’s faith.

Searching Faith:

If the needs of affiliative faith have been met, persons may expand into searching faith.

Doubt and/or critical judgment is an aspect of searching faith:

(
This usually occurs sometime during late adolescence

(
This doubt and/or critical judgment is sometimes painful, sometimes celebrative

(
There is a need to act over against the understanding of faith acquired earlier, in order to move from an understanding of faith that belongs to the community to an understanding of faith that is one’s own

(
At this stage the “religion of the head” becomes equally important with the “religion of the heart”

(
Acts of the intellect, critical judgment and inquiry into meanings and purposes of the story and ways by which the community of faith lives are essential (serious study of the story/engagement with historical, theological and moral thinking about life become important)

(
The despairs and doubts of the searching soul need to be affirmed and the intellectual quest for understanding needs to be shared.

Experimentation is an essential element of searching faith:

(
searching faith requires an exploration of alternatives to earlier understandings and ways

(
people need to test their own tradition by learning about others. Then they can reach convictions which are truly their own

There is a need to commit to persons and causes:

(
Persons with searching faith sometimes appear fickle, giving their lives to one ideology after another, sometimes in rapid succession, sometimes in rapid contradiction

(
Some people are forced out of the church during this stage, some never return and others remain perpetually in searching faith

(
Persons with searching faith still need to have all the needs of experienced and affiliative faith met, even though they may appear to have cast them off. They need to be encouraged to remain within the faith community during their intellectual struggles, experimentation and efforts at commitment

(
It is important to note that the language of searching precedes the stage of searching by some years.

Owned Faith:

If the needs of searching faith have been met then a person may expand into an owned style of faith.

Conversion is an aspect of owned faith:

(
Conversion experiences may be sudden or gradual, dramatic or undramatic, emotional or intellectual — but they always involve a major change in a person’s thinking, feeling and willing

(
Owned faith can sometimes appear as a great illumination or enlightenment, especially after the serious struggle with doubt that precedes this stage

(
The person is now able to stand up for what they believe, even against the community of their nurture.

Witness to others is important:

(
People in this stage witness to that faith in both deed and word

(
People want and need help and support in putting their faith to work

(
The characteristics of searching faith are never eliminated; doubt and intellectual struggle continue

(
Radical demands of the gospel can now be met

(
To reach owned faith is God’s intention for every person and is a long pilgrimage. Persons need to be provided with an environment and experiences that encourage people to act in ways that assist their expansion of faith.

Conclusions and implications for the students we teach:

1.
No single educational program for any age group is valid.


(
Children/young people are at varying stages and will have different needs

(
Many adults do not have owned faith; many have had their faith arrested in the affiliative style

(
In every community a variety of educational environments and experiences is needed to make possible the expansion of faith.

2.
We need to provide experiences that help persons move from one style of faith to another.

(
Such a movement is naturally made possible when life presents us with situations we cannot resolve satisfactorily through actions consistent with our present style of faith

3.
Expansion of faith can be aided or retarded by the community’s rites of transition.

(
At some point in early adolescence, we need ritual to affirm persons in searching faith. This ritual should encourage actions which emphasise the importance of intellectual inquiry, struggle with doubt and support experimentation with alternative understandings and ways.

4.
Styles of faith are not dependent on the age of the person even though Westerhoffs’ theory might suggest otherwise. People can be at any stage of faith at any one time. Styles of faith do not sit alone. There can be characteristics of other styles in evidence.

5.
It is important to realise that any theory is merely a tool that helps us understand people a little better.  It is not to be used to categorise people.  Each style of faith is a generalisation only.
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