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Individuation ... rep resen ts the m ystery of transfo rm ation  
w hich governs all creation .

Jolandi Jacobi1

Introduction
‘Individuation’ is an overarching theory  of hum an developm ent -  a perspec
tive th a t has been  used  to  describe b o th  the  goal of hum an  m aturity  (the 
differentiated  self-in-relation) as well as the  process by w hich th is te leo l
ogy is app roached . W ith in  ado lescen t developm ent lite ra tu re , it is m ost
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com m only used  to  describe the process of psychosocial form ation by w hich 
an  individual differentiates them selves from  the collective and  develops an 
in teg rated  and  coheren t personality  in response to, and  in connection  with, 
their social environm ent. As such, individuation paradoxically describes both 
a sta te  of being a n d  an  iterative process by w hich one responds to  clusters 
of developm ental challenges tow ard  the goal of becom ing  a d ifferentiated 
se lf-in -relation .2

Ind iv iduation  can  equally be traced  th rough  the w ork of faith devel
o p m en t research . Jam es Fowler, for exam ple, explicitly uses th e  te rm  to  
describe his fourth  stage of faith -  the  individuative-reflective stage. H ere 
one begins ‘to  take seriously the  bu rden  of responsibility  for his o r h er own 
com m itm ents, lifestyle, beliefs and attitudes ’.3 This perspective is shared  by 
m any o ther theorists, such as W esterhoff, von Htigel, and  Powers w ho sim i
larly describe a process characterised  by a grow ing self-consciousness and 
critical engagem ent, such th a t inherited  faith perspectives are increasingly 
in ternalised  and  in tegrated  in to  an au thentic  and  generative sp iritual life.4

This article proposes tha t the no tion  of iterative individuation helpfully 
describes the process by w hich faith is developed and rejected, particularly  
in  regard  to the  psychosocial stages o f early adolescence, m id-adolescence 
and  em erging adu lth o o d .5 It is suggested tha t an essential sym m etry  exists 
betw een  faith developm ent and  hum an  developm ent, such th a t pow erful 
insights are gained w hen faith developm ent is itself u n derstood  an  iterative 
process o f repeatedly  individuating one’s faith in  response to  increasingly 
com plex socio-cu ltural and  psychological contexts. This article concludes 
by discussing the  im plications of th is approach chu rch -based  m in istry  and 
personal discipleship settings.

Individuation and faith rejection in adolescence and emerging adulthood
There is a harrow ing  p ictu re  em erging as one com m ences looking in to  the 
n a tu re  an d  p rocess o f  (C hristian ) faith  d eve lopm en t in  ado lescen ts an d  
em erging adults. Irrespective o f denom ination , socio-econom ic or cultural 
background, late teens and ‘twentysomethings’ are leaving the church in droves 
and walking away from  their inherited  C hristian faith. Research em erging in 
the U nited  States over the last six years identifies this phenom ena as ranging 
from  as low as 40  p e r cen t to  as high as 84 per cen t of those  once active in 
the ir teen  years, bu t now  'spiritually disengaged’ in the ir tw enties.6 A sim ilar 
p ic ture  has em erged in Australia. As early as 1997, the  N ational C hurch  Life
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Survey (NCLS )7 was highlighting the fact th a t late teens and  tw enties w ere 
found to  be increasingly underrepresen ted  (statistically) in the dem ographic 
profile of the church .8 Similarly, Australia’s largest national survey into youth 
spirituality  -  Spirituality o f  Generation Y  -  repo rted  tha t: ‘[our research] 
reveals qu ite  dram atic  losses o f young m em bers from  [various] churches ... 
while the  large increases in  'N o-Religious Identification’ leaves little doub t 
abou t the  m ain  destina tion  of this exodus .’9

R eturn ing  to  the U nited States, the  recen t offering by K innam an and 
the  Barna G roup, 'You Lost M e’,w outlines six overarching reasons given by 
em erging ad u lts11 for th e ir m ovem ent away from  church  and the C hristian  
faith. These reasons critique the church for being: 1) Overprotective; 2) Shallow, 
3 ) Antiscience-, 4 ) Repressive-, 5) Exclusive-, and  6) providing no legitim ising 
space for D oubt.12 In the m idst of th is four-year research  project, the Barna 
G roup also released a rep o rt sum m arising  the ir findings on the  incidence 
o f significant 'faith change’.13 In  the rep o rt, K innam an notes tha t

Nearly th ree ou t of every four [actively Christian] A m erican adults said 
they have the  sam e religious co m m itm en ts today as they  had  during  the ir 
childhood. That m eans the  m ost com m on  faith jou rney  th a t people  take is 
to  fo rm  spiritual com m itm ents as children and teenagers tha t typically last 

fo r  the duration o f their life.14
The Barna rep o rt identified this observation as a positive factor, stating 

th a t ‘the  study underscores th a t the  spiritual allegiances o f ch ildhood  are 
remarkably sustainable in our society !15 W hen one views this data through the 
lens of individuation, a very different conclusion em erges. Faith and hum an 
developm ent (as will be ou tlined  in the  following sections) is an  iterative 
process of repeatedly  individuating one’s faith in  response to  increasingly 
com plex socio-cu ltural and  psychological contexts. This recursive cycle of 
individuation  necessarily  entails a break from  n u rtu rin g  env ironm ents, a 
searching, questing  confron ta tion  w ith reality followed by a period  of re in 
corporation . W h en  assessing the Barna G roup’s data from  this perspective, 
th e  m ain tenance  o f  ‘ch ildhood  allegiances’ in to  ad u lth o o d  rep resen ts  an  
arresting of developm ent -  the process of individuation has effectively 'stalled!

M ore th an  th irty  years ago, faith developm ent theorists  such as Fowler 
and  W esterhoff, p ro p o sed  th e  n o tio n  o f a rre s ted  faith  m a tu rity  in th e ir  
re sea rch .16 They p o in t o u t th a t ch u rch es are  n o rm ally  p o p u la ted  in  the  
m ajority  by C hristians w hose faith rep resen ts a conventional synthesis of 
th e ir  su rro u n d in g  co m m u n ity  (Fow ler’s th ird  stage o f faith), a synthesis
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w hich ordinarily em erged during the teenage years bu t failed to  develop any 
further. M ore recently (2 0 0 7 ), Clydesdale published the results o f a longitu
dinal study in to  teen  and  young adult spirituality spanning  the  final years of 
high school and  early years o f college. U sing the  m etap h o r of the  ‘lockbox’ 
he argues th a t m any adolescents 'stow  away’ th e ir religious com m itm ents 
along w ith the quaint artefacts of youth before heading off to  college. During 
the lockbox years, faith developm ent is replaced for the true  ‘quest’, w hich is 
sim ply to  ‘navigate in terpersonal relationships and  m anage everyday life.’17 

W h en  we b ring  C lydesdale’s reflections in to  conversa tion  w ith  the  
six critic ism s identified by K innam an (identified above), the  p ic tu re  th a t 
em erges is one in w hich adolescents and  em erging adults are struggling to 
individuate th e ir  faith perspectives in the  contex t o f church  struc tu res. O n 
the one hand, those who experience the church as overprotective, shallow and 
repressive, do so because they begin to  exercise the ir faith in ways requiring 
self-conscious critical reflection and an in ternalised  sense o f au tho rity  -  a 
necessary elem ent w ithin individuation. Unable to  find legitim ation for their 
questions and doubts, m any leave. O n the o ther hand, those w ho rem ain  or 
later re tu rn  to  the  church are found to  hold the durative religious images and 
allegiances o f childhood. They are effectively unpacked  from  th e ir lockbox 
b u t w ith  no evidence o f con tinu ing  developm ent. I w ould argues th a t we 
are now  observing to a statistically significant degree the  failure to  n u rtu re  
faith th rough  the  en tire ty  of the  individuation  cycle. In w hat follows I will 
h ighlight how  an understand ing  of the ind iv iduation  cycle is im perative if 
we are to  (re)learn  the  a rt o f accom panying young people tow ard  the  ind i
v iduation  of th e ir  faith beyond nascent allegiances or th rough  the  valley of 
dou b t and  faith rejection.

The adolescence and emerging adulthood cycles of individuation
Clark succinctly describes the process of individuation from  the perspective 
of adolescent developm ent. He explains tha t

The em erging adolescent, em barking on a new  jou rney  in 
developm ent, seeks to  assert his or her distinctiveness and 
move tow ard an in ternal locus of control, while at the same 
time remaining relationally connected as an ongoing mem ber 
of the family system  and the com m unity. W hile there  is no 
standard ized  definition o f the  term , individuation has, for
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many, becom e the central issue o f the adolescent process 
and  therefore the overall motivating task o f adolescence.™

U n d ersto o d  th is  way, ind iv iduation  refers broad ly  to  th e  lifelong task  of 
progressively establishing o n e’s place in the  cosm os paradoxically  as one 
who is b o th  purposely  differentiated while being intricately connected. The 
necessity of nurturing  the individuation process across the adolescent period 
becom es vital as these tw in ‘m odalities’ (som etim es referred  to  sim ply as 
agency’ and ‘com m union ’) 19 becom e instrum ental resources for the teenager 
to  begin to  s truc tu re  the ir life a round  the life-patterns, responsibilities and 
com m itm ents of adult life. For example, identity form ation takes place when 
an evolving sense of distinctiveness (agency) is com bined w ith key re lation
ships o f be longing  (com m union ).20 Equally, education , m aste ry  an d  skill 
acquisition (agency) in conjunction with social capital (comm union) provides 
the opportun ity  for career and vocation .21 Further, ideological com m itm ents 
(agency) in tegra ted  w ith  tru s tin g  n o n -p aren t relationships (com m union) 
fosters in terdependence  from  fam ily system s .22 As Clark observes:

The p rocess is ab o u t how  one sees onese lf an d  th ereb y  
relates to  o thers ... W hen  cu ltu re  affirms th a t som eone 
h as  in d iv id u a ted  in  te rm s  o f iden tity , is w illing  to  take 
responsibility for his or her life and choices, and has entered 
in terdependen tly  into the  com m unity  and adu lt re la tion 
ships, th a t person  is said to be an ad u lt .23

Individuation as an Iterative Cycle of Development
Indiv iduation  has deep roo ts in  a variety  of disciplines. W ith in  adolescent 
developm ent, however, ind iv iduation  has em erged th ro u g h  the  analytical 
psychological trad itio n  w here the w ork of Jung as significant.24 As the  p e r
spectives of Jung were subsequently  developed and system atised over tim e, 
som e began to understand  the overarching process of individuation in term s 
of identifiable stages and predictable processes. Erich N eum ann ,25 applying 
Jungian perspectives to  th e  study  o f m yth  an d  ethnography , describes a 
fo u r-s tag ed  ite ra tive  cycle o f  in d iv id u a tio n  (p u n c tu a ted  by tran sitio n s) 
th a t follows the m otifs o f pre-consciousness  - >  matriarchy  - >  patriarchy  - >  

integration. His w ork is c ited  by m any as being sem inal in its descrip tion  
o f the  process of ind iv iduation .26
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For N eum ann, the  process o f individuation is sparked  by the shock of 
differentiation and the experience of otherness -  prim ordially im aged by the 
b irth  of a child. In b irth  a stark  transitio n  takes place w here we are forcibly 
transferred from  pure naive experience to a sudden and shocking experience 
of separation, neediness and dependence. W ithout the capacity to adequately 
respond  to th is new  context, m atriarchal environm ents provide p ro tec tion  
and  nurtu rance . Yet, such env ironm ents are to  som e ex ten t false. They are 
secure subsets of reality tha t grow  elem ents of com m union, b u t no t agency. 
It takes patriarchal contex ts, w here p ro tec tio n  is w ithdraw n and the  real 
dem ands o f o u r con tex t force us to  respond  w ith  o u r ow n resources, for 
agency to  grow. The degree to  w hich we in tegrate  th is new found m astery  
into constructive relationships of cooperation and com passion is the  degree 
to  w hich we com plete the cycle of individuation.

As such, we can see in  N eu m an n ’s form ulation  m any o f the assum p
tions, contingencies and  s tru c tu res  of the developm ental perspective. First 
is the  assum ption  th a t w ith o u t som e kind of developm ental crisis, hum ans 
will rem ain  in  the  stasis of undifferen tia ted  experience. By th is  I m ean  tha t 
hum ans tend no t to seek the experience of otherness and will no t consciously 
in itia te  ind iv iduation  processes. Second is the  elem ent o f contingency  in 
our partic ipa tion  w ith  the  ind iv iduation  process -  once th ru s t in to  a new  
developm ental circum stance we may never wish to leave m aternal-protective 
environm ents, o r instead  co n fro n t all challenges w ith  the com bative asser
tiveness requ ired  by p aternal env ironm ents ra th e r th an  the  collaborative 
give-and-take of integrative practices. Finally, N eum ann  is n o t p resen ting  a 
structuralist 'stairway to  m aturity ’ model bu t ra ther an essentially repetitious 
process w here the entirety  of the  individuation process m ust be traversed in 
o rd er to  progress in one’s individuation. Edinger, highlighting th is iterative 
natu re  w ith in  N eum ann’s paradigm , observes that:

the  series o f psychological stages h ere  describ ed  can  be 
traversed no t once bu t m any tim es in the course of psychic 
developm ent. These stages are, so to  speak, successive way 
sta tions th a t we re tu rn  to  again and  again in  th e  course  
of a spiral jo u rney  w hich takes one over the  sam e course 
repeatedly  b u t each tim e on a different level of conscious 
aw areness .27
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Cycles of individuation across stages of development
An iteration simply refers to the act of repeating a process. W hen approached 
developm entally , each  re p e titio n  takes o n  th e  learn in g  an d  m a tu rity  o f 
th e  prev ious series o f events th u s c rea ting  a recursive cyclic m ovem ent, 
potentially  tow ard  a desired  goal. W h en  hum an  developm ent is view ed in 
th is way, Calrusso, for exam ple, envisions the lifespan being com prised  of 
at least five significant cycles o f individuation correlating  w ith  the stages 
o f infancy-ch ildhood, adolescence, young adu lthood , adu lthood  and late 
ad u lthood '28

M argaret M ahler pioneered work into the 'first individuation’ of infancy, 
d escrib ing  how  th e  u n d iffe ren tia ted  foetus is b ir th e d  in to  the m a te rn a l  
env ironm ent of family w here developm ental tasks entail the  new born  p ro 
gressively recognising itself as a separate self, d istinct from , and yet attached 
to , its m o th e r .29 As th e  cond itiona l dem ands o f an  increasingly  com plex 
social reality take effect, Peter Bios describes the adolescent m oving into 
a period  o f ‘second individuation ’.30 Bios highlights the  com m on p a tte rn  of 
the first and  second ind iv iduations ,31 before no ting  th a t the adolescent is 
now  operating at 'higher levels o f differentiation’ w here he or she m ust: suc
cessfully renegotiate the ir differentiation-of-self in relation  to  no t ju st the 
m o th er b u t the  broader fam ily system ; develop a m atu re  (post-pubescent) 
sexual-identity  w ith its concom itan t m orality; and, com m ence a m odicum  
o f social con tribu tion  p red ica ted  u p o n  financial independence .32

Since the w ork of Bios a num ber of researchers have highlighted  the 
progressive lengthening of the 'p ro jec t’ o f adolescence .33 Young people in 
contem porary (and particularly W estern) society, are identified as putting off 
the  stable com m itm ents and s tructu res th a t would signify a departu re  from  
adolescence and a m ovem ent in to  the psychological and  societal standing  
of an adult. Jeffrey A rn e tt first identified th is life stage and  popularised  the 
te rm  'em erging adu lthood ’.34 He describes em erging adu lthood  as m arked 
by the  psychological experience of being socially authorised  to  explore one’s 
identity, to  be self-focused and au tonom ous, as well as able to explore life’s 
possibilities before stru c tu rin g  one’s life a round  the  young-adult re sp o n 
sibilities o f  a stable job, m arriage and  p a re n th o o d .35 W hile  E rikson once 
envisaged such a ‘m orato rium ’ state to  be a sho rt-te rm  gift th a t families and 
social groups could bequeath  a young person  in the ir attem pts to  resolve his 
so-called ‘identity-role confusion crisis ’,36 p ronounced  shifts and changes in 
the s tru c tu re  of ou r society have effectively dissolved the  elem ent of crisis
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thus enabling and  even au thorising  late adolescents to  rem ain  duratively in 
th is 'em erging adu lth o o d ’ s ta te .37 For Bios, the m ovem ent in to  adu lthood  
takes place w hen  the  th ree  com m itm en ts ou tlined  above becom e durative 
s tructu res and  patterns, at w hich po in t they  allow for a transform ation  into 
a integrated  self w ith an internalised  authority  source and  thus a m ovem ent 
in to  a new  cycle o f ind iv iduation .38 G iven th a t th is transitio n  to adu lthood  
has now  shifted  to  m uch  la te r in life, em erging ad u lthood  has becom e a 
new ly defined pscyho-social life stage, rep resen ting  a d istinctive context 
and novel set o f developm ental challenges in w hich the individuation cycle 
m ust also take place.

Cycles of individuation within stages of development
The cycle of ind iv iduation  can  also describe the  process by w hich a young 
person responds to  a particu lar developm ental task (within a developm ental 
life stage). Take, for example, establishing peer friendships during adolescence. 
C lark’s research  identifies the  pubescen t teenager as first com prising  their 
friendship  clusters, som ew hat unconsciously, w ith  individuals of a sim ilar 
self-concept, worldview and social status. This com position creates a protec
tive sphere w ith in  w hich the adolescent is able to  find safety and  sup p o rt in 
order to  navigate and in terp ret the broader social environm ent.39 The echoes 
of the  m atern a l-co n ta in m en t phase of stage tw o is apparen t. A t th is early 
stage Clark describes the  willingness of the  adolescent to  ‘subord inate  their 
ow n personal convictions, loyalties and norm s to  the will of the  collective,’40 

w hich in Bakan’s te rm s is an  act of com m union. However, for the  early to 
m id adolescent to  con tinue th is process of p eer g roup  individuation, their 
grow ing sense self will need  to  be d ifferen tia ted  and  asserted  w ith in  the 
collective -  an  act o f agency. This process is well described  by a com m ent 
from  a la te-adolescen t m ale as p a rt of C lark’s study:

In n in th  grade, I felt th a t having a lo t of friends and being 
accepted were the m ost im portant things. I even conform ed 
to  th e ir desires and dyed my hair pink, d ressed  som ew hat 
punkish , an d  w en t to  parties w ith  rock  m usic, sm oking, 
and o th e r activities. A fter a while, I realised th a t th is was 
n o t m e. It w asn’t u n til eleventh  grade th a t I b roke away 
from  th a t destructive group of friends and  chose to  hang 
ou t w ith  o thers. M y group o f friends w asn’t as big, b u t at 
least they  w ere m ore like m e .41
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This com m ent captures well in narrative form  the cyclic m ovem ent individu
ation. W hile it may be suggested th a t any appearance o f a final integrative 
stage of individuation is still highly im m ature and egocentric w hen com pared 
to any Jimgian sense of an in tegrated  ‘Self! this is exactly the nature  of ite ra 
tive developm ent. The earliest cycles are necessarily im m atu re  and lacking 
the com plex subtlety  of latter-life developm ent. W ith each successive ite ra 
tion  the  individual becom es m ore m atu re  and the degree o f individuation 
m ore com plex.

Faith development as iterative individuation
I have so far show n th a t individuation usefully describes no t only an u n d er
standing of hum an developm ent and m aturity but that this process takes place 
in  an iterative m anner w here the  ind iv iduation  cycle reoccurs repetitively 
across the  lifespan in increasingly m ature  form s. A tten tion  now  tu rns to  the 
way th is iterative cycle inform s ou r u n derstand ing  of faith developm ent.

W h en  sum m arising  the developm ent of faith, m any theo ris ts  tend  to 
focus th e ir  d escrip tions u p o n  successive stages o f  m a tu rity  th a t em erge 
across the  lifespan. I w an t to  describe som eth ing  different -  the insights 
gained w hen faith developm ent is view ed th ro u g h  the  lens of an iterative 
cycle of individuation. To do th is I will use W esterhoff’s faith developm ent 
p erspectives .42

Inform ed by Fow ler’s perspectives ,43 W esterhoff’s m odel describes an 
‘expansion of faith’ via an accum ulation  of four faithing ‘styles’ tha t he labels 
experienced, affiliative, searching and owned.H W hile W esterfhoff’s approach 
is no t g rounded  in  Jungian th eo ry  and  no r are Jungian scholars cited  in  his 
w ork ,45 there  rem ain  sim ilarities in  the  s tru c tu res  apparen t in  the fourfold 
phases/sty les o f each of approach. A ccording to  W esterhoff, the  p rim ary  
m anner of faithing is that of im m ediate undifferentiated experience where our 
narrative, behaviour and m eaning m aking system s are uncritically  engaged 
by our environm ent. W h en  th is style is p resen t, one is sim ply engaged in 
faith with  others. As one seeks to  deliberately und erstan d  and in terac t w ith 
th is way o f life it becom es responsive to  m aternal env ironm ents because 
it is driven by the  needs o f acceptance, belonging and  con ta inm ent. This 
affiliative style of faith transform s naive experience into active participation  
in  the com m unity ’s m ovem ents o f socialisation. D espite a grow ing aw are
ness, the self-identification w ith institu tions and the com m unity’s collective
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faith expression rem ains quite high and one’s faith is essentially responsive, 
m alleable and  conform ing  in nature.

I identified earlier the po ten tia l for faith developm ent to  be arrested  at 
this stage or style. W esterhoff observes this as well,46 noting th a t the continu
ation  of discipleship in to  chronological adu lthood  m ay rep resen t no m ore 
than  'in stitu tional in co rpo ra tion ’ of individuals w ho can operationalise the 
requ ired  faith using ju st these  tw o styles .47 Jungian perspectives sim ilarly 
observe th is reality, describ ing the  ‘puer aeternus’ (Latin for ‘e ternal boy’, 
or the fem inine puella aeterna)  as the individual w ho overly prolongs their 
reliance up o n  m aterna l n u rtu rin g  and  con ta in ing  en v iro n m en ts .48 Stein, 
reflecting on N eu m an n ’s process o f individuation, claim s th a t

The ch u rch  ... is a classic n u rtu rin g , co n ta in in g  in s titu 
tio n  th a t  feeds its  'ch ild ren ’ th e  b re a d  o f  heaven  ... th e  
underlying attitude is: ‘I am  here to help you.’ N urtu rers are 
providers, helpers, susta iners. This a ttitude  on the  p a rt of 
the  nurtu rer, in tu rn , creates or inspires a co rrespond ing  
attitu d e  in  the recip ien t o f nurtu rance . Nurturers conjure 
children, and children attach themselves to nurturers. The 
rec ip ien t’s a ttitude  is one o f radical dependence  u p o n  the 
perceived n u rtu re r .49

From  these tw o perspective w e can  d iscern  an  essential challenge facing 
the church. As it rightly goes abou t its m aternal function  o f n u rtu rin g  faith 
th rough  con ta inm en t and belonging, one is left pondering  w hat resource it 
has to  assist people once th e ir faith ing needs extend  beyond  nurturance?

The m ovem ent into the adapting-adjusting paternal stage of individua
tion  is reflected in W esterhoff’s searching  style. H ere the m ovem ent tow ard 
a fully expanded faith com es th rough  a com m itm ent m ade on the o ther side 
of questioning, doubt and experim entation. W ith  the needs of containm ent, 
socialisation and  belonging m et the  individual needs to, as it were, ‘b reak’ 
the  con ta iner they  have been  given precisely because th e ir faithing style, at 
th is point, rep resen ts belief and  ac tion  based  on  the  beliefs and actions of 
o thers. Here, a conspiracy of developm ental challenges highlight th a t it has 
been  our faith com m unity  th a t has been  in te rp re ting  w hat such-and-such  
verse means, our teacher’s have been explaining w hat such-and-such theology 
implies, our friends and family have been resolving apparen t contradictions 
betw een  faith, life, science and  love on ou r behalf. Thus th e  m aternal stage
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can at best result in  a fa ith  in the fa i th  o f  others leading W esterhoff to  assert 
the  necessity of doubt, critical judgem ent, experim en ta tion  and tentative 
expressions of authentic com m itm ent th a t allow the individual to  differenti
ate the ir ow n sense of self and  faith from  th a t o f th e ir w om b o f faith. From  
a Jungian perspective, this heroic m ovem ent to  ‘slay the  dragon’ rep resen ts 
a departu re  from  the  p u e r  aeternus  and  is necessary  for the  developm ent 
of W eltanschauung -  a personal philosophy of life:

which, in  Jung’s view, can only be bu ilt up in  freedom  of 
choice by a m an  w ho has le a rn t to  d istin g u ish  betw een  
w hat has been  inculcated  in to  him  and  w hat he has won 
th rough  his ow n experience and insigh ts .50

Significantly, W esterhoff insists th a t the  needs o f the  previous tw o styles 
rem ain  p resen t and im p o rta n t as th is  new  style is in troduced . Searchers 
continue to  need  sp iritual experience, co n ta in m en t and belonging as the 
necessary  ecosystem  and su p p o rt s tru c tu re  in w hich to  search  well. This 
tum ultuous faith style is, however, often too  difficult for the  faith com m u
nity  to  facilitate. C onsequently , the  search ing  individual frequently  finds 
them selves isolated  and  variously labelled as a ‘lost sheep’, ‘prodigal son’ or 
simply 'backslider! To those who have never seriously expressed faith in this 
m anner, searchers are the  ones considered to  have fallen away, even though 
in W esterhoff’s (and ind iv iduation’s) paradigm , they  have expanded  the ir 
faith styles and taken  a step closer to  m aturity.

The fourth  and final style of faith -  owned  faith -  is an in tegrating  style 
o f faith th a t can only be authentically  expressed on  the  basis o f in co rp o ra t
ing the previous th ree. H ere the  individual is able to  authentically  express 
differentiated faith in  the con tex t o f a faith com m unity. N o t in response to  
naive experience, n o r because of the com m unity ’s au tho rity  s truc tu res and 
belonging systems, bu t ra ther as an expression of internalised com m itm ents 
th a t one has found to  be tru e  and  real. That th is expression is experiential, 
expressed and oriented in com m unity, and after (or in the context of) critical 
reflection, highlights these previous styles as still p resen t and  im p o rtan t to 
this fully expanded and m ulti-sty led  faith.

The interrelationship of faith and human development
The p receding  discussion identifies an essential sym m etry  betw een  b o th  
hum an (psycho-social) developm ent and faith developm ent when approached
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th ro u g h  the lens of iterative individuation. W hile we m igh t consider these 
as distinguishable processes, they  are in terrela ted  and  com plex.

This apparent interrelationship is clearly visible in the challenges of indi
viduation facing adolescents and em erging adults. For example, sociological 
research  in to  the  religious lives o f teens and  tw enties has h igh ligh ted  early 
adolescence (13-15  year olds) and ‘em erging adulthood’ (18- 24) as being two 
d is tinc t periods w here the incidence of C hristian  faith re jection  are higher 
th an  any o ther identifiable life stage .51 It is apparen t th a t these  tw o periods 
corre la te  w ith  h igh  po in ts  o f psycho-social tran sitio n . Early adolescence 
spans the  beg inning  of p uberty  by w hich adolescence is in itia ted  co term i- 
nously w ith the m ovem ent ou t of the relative containm ent of prim ary school 
and  into high school. Em erging adu lthood  spans the m ovem ent ou t o f high 
school and  in to  the institu tions of adult society including higher education, 
career and vocation, financial independence  and  so on. These tw o periods 
rep resen t a p ro n o u n ced  c lustering  of developm ental challenges requiring  
a concerted  ind iv iduation  response. It should therefore  be no su rp rise  th a t 
the  presence of doubt, questioning, experim entation, challenging au thority  
and seeking independence in  relation to  faith should also be p resen t during 
th is tim e as these  young people  seek to  m ake sense of th e ir  faith and find 
m eaning  in th e  con tex t of th is challenging life stage.

Looking m ore closely at the em erging adult experience, I have already 
canvassed K innam an’s and Clydesdale's research in to  faith rejection. W hen  
viewed in the term s employed w ithin this article, it becom es apparent tha t as 
em erging adults are m oving th ro u g h  the en tire ty  of the  ind iv iduation  cycle 
in  all o ther areas of their life (usually w ith the blessing and encouragem ent of 
peers, social groups, fu rther education  and the m edia), the ir faith individu
ation  repeated ly  encounters the faith com m unity ’s failure to  au then ticate  a 
m ovem ent beyond  Stage 2 con ta inm ent. This leaves the  em erging adu lt at 
an im passe to  either rem ain  in  th is foreclosed env ironm ent (with a lockbox 
faith) o r com m ence the ir hero ’s quest away from  their faith com m unity  and 
w ithou t th e ir blessing.

Discipleship implications: Rethinking approaches 
to child, youth and family ministry
As a general princip le, the discipleship im plications o f approach ing  faith 
developm ent from  the perspective of iterative individuation entails extending 
and deepening discipleship practices, such that young people can be helpfully
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accom panied th ro u g h o u t the  entirety  of the  individuation cycle ra ther than  
simply through the prim ary  and secondary phases. I tu rn  briefly now  to this 
very practical im perative by exam ining som e discipleship responses th a t 
focus upon  lifespan transition  po in ts in the  context of children’s, youth  and 
young adult m in istry .52

The prev ious sec tio n  h ig h ligh ted  th e  tw o d istinc tive  ind iv id u a tio n  
periods of early adolescence and em erging adulthood as high poin ts in faith 
rejection. Colloquially referred  to  as d ropp ing-off/checking-out (D O C O ) 
m om ents, a great challenge facing child, youth  and ‘young ad u lt’ m in istry  
is th a t the transitions in to  each new  m in istry  s truc tu re  (if such a tr ip a rtite  
structure  exists at a church) takes place at the same ages as the D O C O  years. 
It is com m on to co term inously  leave ch ild ren’s m in istry  at the  sam e tim e 
one leaves p rim ary  school, and  thus be faced w ith the  double com plexity 
o f navigating the  new  social dom ains o f the  high school and  you th  group. 
Sim ilarly the m ovem ent in to  young adu lt m in istry  is usually signalled by 
the  m ovem ent into post-h igh  school life.53

A tw o-fold response to  th is c ircum stance is starting  to  develop w ith in  
the church and  research  com m unity. First, for this and m any o ther reasons, 
approaching  you th  m in istry  as w hole-church  (in ter-generation) m in istry  
becom es vital. This approach argues th a t we can no longer afford to  rem ain  
w ith the 'one-eared Mickey M ouse m odel’ of youth m inistry54 where the faith 
of adolescents is n u rtu red  in a parallel universe of teen -led  sm all groups, 
friday  n ig h t y o u th  g ro u p  an d  S unday  n ig h t y o u th  serv ices. N u m e ro u s  
studies in the last decade or so have highlighted  th a t this apparen t move 
to  ou tsource  discipleship to  those w ho are younger and cooler th an  those 
in  the  ‘m ainstream ’ adu lt church  has had a devastating effect up o n  youth  
d iscip leship .55 Resources leading the  way in reconfiguring you th  m in istry  
to  be w hole-of-church m in istry  include Exem plary Youth M inistry ,56 Think 
O ran g e ,57 Fuller’s Sticky Faith re sea rch  and  reso u rces ,58 as well as Faith 
Ink u b ato rs .59

Second is the need to rethink the interrelationships betw een child, youth 
and  young adu lt m in istry  in o rd er to  avoid a th ree -eared  M ickey M ouse 
approach. In such a m odel, m in istry  struc tu res operate in parallel w ith each 
o ther and consequently  fail to  take an in teg ra ted  approach to  discipleship 
th a t spans from  the cradle th rough  to  young adu lthood  and  beyond. At a 
s tru c tu ra l level, a m ore  coord inated  approach  m ight shift the  age a ttended  
to  by each m in istry  away from  D O C O  periods is a sim ple first step. The
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‘reach-dow n’ strategy, for example, deliberately overlaps the  you th  m inistry  
dow nw ards in to  ch ildren’s m in istry  assisting those  in  th e ir final year(s) to 
establish relationships and gain experience in  the youth  g roup  before the ir 
transition  in to  high school. The sam e can be done for the you th  and  young 
adu lt transition .

Yet beyond th is realisation  is the  prom ise o f developing pathw ays and 
discipleship cultures th a t are developm ental by the ir very nature. M ore than  
a coo rd inated  ‘discipleship p rodu c tio n  line’ w here one graduates from  one 
course or leadership developm ent program  to the  next, this approach seeks 
to  create  discipleship o p p o rtun ities around  developm enta l m ilestones  and 
transition po in ts  such th a t sp iritual practices are u tilised tow ard  faith and 
hum an  developm ent. In the sam e way tha t ancient initiation cultures waited 
till the  boy (or girl) show ed via their behaviour and  com m unal engagem ent 
th a t they were ready to  becom e a m an (or she, a wom an), so faith com m uni
ties can craft th e ir ow n rites o f passage, rituals and  supportive s truc tu res 
in  ways th a t enable ta ilo red  responses to  young peo p le’s developm enta l 
needs. For exam ple, a chu rch  m ay w ish to  m ake su re  th a t young people  
have a ‘natu ra l’ relational connection  w ith a n o n -p aren t adu lt before they 
e n te r  the  D O C O  age assisting  th e ir  social cap ita l th ro u g h  th is  perio d  of 
transition . Equally, they  may wish to  create new  rituals and rites of passage, 
beyond th a t of bap tism  and confirm ation, th a t can  engage and  in tertw ine 
the  narratives o f the  young person  and th e ir faith com m unity  at significant 
developm ental m ilestones .60

Conclusion
I have argued th a t a critical way to  u n d erstan d  the  developm ent o f faith 
across the lifespan is using the process of iterative individuation. That is, faith 
developm ent itself follows a pattern  reflective of psychosocial individuation 
th a t takes place in progressively m aturing  and  com plex cyclical p a tte rn s  
w ith in  developm ental life stages for the  purposes of respond ing  to  devel
opm enta l tasks. The fourfold m ovem ent of th is cycle has been  delineated 
and show n to be present, no t only at m ultiple points across the  lifespan, bu t 
also as the  process requ ired  to  negotiate specific developm ental challenges 
of a life stage, such as the developm ent of constructive peer group relation
ships. C urren t research into C hristian faith rejection highlights the  difficulty 
the church  has had in  au thenticating  and accom panying faith developm ent 
th ro u g h o u t th e  en tire ty  o f the  ind iv iduation  cycle, because it com m only

55



arrests developm ent at the  n u rtu rin g  phase and views as illegitim ate any 
m ovem ent in to  a reflective/critical approach  to  faith.

Finally, I have highlighted the  necessity of n u rtu rin g  faith th ro u g h o u t 
th e  in d iv id u a tio n  cycle an d  offered  p rac tica l app lica tions in  re la tio n  to  
w hole-church (intergenerational) youth  m inistry  and an in tegrated  pathway 
of discipleship tha t spans critical transition  points and responds w ith creative 
ritual to  recognisable developm ental m ilestones.
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