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Abstract

Over the last fifty years, in three distinct waves of research, psy-
chologists have investigated tlie religious thinking of children and
adolescents. However, they have differed substantially in their con-
ceptual frameworks, methods, and conclusions, making it difficult for
educators to determine the overall imphcations of their findings for
educational practice. In this article, the author reviews this research,
identifies points of agreement and contention, derives tentative con-
clusions about the nature of rehgious thinking and its development,
and discusses their educational implications.

Religious education has many aims: to impart knowledge, to culti-
vate commitments, to train ritual competence, to sustain community,
and to stimulate experiences. Religious educators differ in the em-
phases they place on each of these aims. They differ even more in
their views about the particular kinds of knowledge, commitment,
competence, community, and experience that ought to be fostered.
But they are all concerned, at least to some extent, with each of these.
However, there is another aim of religious education that has received
comparatively little scholarly attention: to develop rehgious thinking.

"Thinking" may strike some as too coldly intellectual a term to de-
scribe an aim of rehgious education. Are not religious faith and practice
matters of the heart and body rather than of the mind? Well, perhaps
they would be if hearts, bodies, and minds could be separated as eas-
ily in practice as they can in the imagination. But religious educators
must educate real people, not imaginary ones. And there is no way to
educate the heart or body, save through the mind. We are thinking
animals; we need reasons to act, and if we act before having any, then
we make sure to find some soon afterward. Similarly, feelings do not
inhabit a universe parallel to that inhabited by thoughts, nor can they
be quarantined from them. We feel because we think something or
other to be the case and we cannot help rationalizing our feelings after
the fact.
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Even if there were some way to bypass the mind, this route would
be out of bounds to most religious educators. For unless we are un-
repentant advocates of indoctrination, we do not want our students to
believe, value, and practice particular things merely because we said
so, or because we limited their opportunities to do otherwise. We want
them to do all these things because they have found good reasons for
doing them.

Thus, promotion of thinking is, at the very least, a proximate goal of
religious education. But what particular kinds of thinking does religious
education aim to promote? How can they be promoted? Is there a
distinctive kind of thinking that we could call religious thinking? And,
if so, how is it different from other kinds of thinking? These questions
are part theological, part psychological. Conceptions of religion, and
of the role of the intellect in religious hfe, vary both across and within
faith traditions (Smart 1997). As these conceptions vary, so too do
educational objectives. However, whatever these objectives happen to
be, they can be" realized only if educators possess reasonably accurate
accounts of students' thinking prior to instruction and of the pathways
by which such thinking may be transformed into the kinds desired.

Over the last half-century, several psychologists have studied how
religious thinking develops over the course of childhood and adoles-
cence. However, they have differed substantially in their conceptual
frameworks, methods, and conclusions, making it difficult for educa-
tors to determine the overall implications of their findings for educa-
tional practice. In this article, I review this literature, identify points
of agreement and contention, derive tentative conclusions about the
nature of religious thinking and its development, and discuss their
educational implications.

PIAGETIANS, NEO-PIAGETIANS,
AND THEORY THEORISTS

Research into the development of religious thinking has come in
three waves. The first wave sought to apply Piagets structural stage
model of cognitive development (see, e.g., Inhelder and Piaget 1958)
to children's religious thinking. The second, infiuenced by Kohlberg's
studies of moral development (see, e.g., Kohlberg 1971), sought to
extend these Piagetian accounts in two ways: first, by paying more at-
tention to affective and existential aspects of religious thinking; second,
by describing the trajectory of religious development over the entire
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lifespan rather than terminating their accounts at early adolescence.
A third wave, which is still in its infancy, takes its inspiration from
contemporary, post-Piagetian developmental research, and tends to
emphasize continuities between the thinking of children and adults
and to attribute residual age differences to quantitative differences in
cultural knowledge.

The Piagetians

Systematic psychological investigation of children's religious think-
ing began with the landmark studies of David Elkind (Elkind 1961,
1962, 1963; Long, Elkind, and Spilka 1967) and Ronald Goldman
(1964). Elkind's studies focused on children's developing conceptions
of refigious identity and prayer, Goldman's on their evolving under-
standing of Biblical narrative. However, both researchers elicited chil-
dren's refigious beliefs and conceptions in clinical interviews, and then
analyzed them using Piagetian developmental criteria. Similarly, al-
though they differed in their characterizations of the ages and rates at
which the key shifts in religious thinking take place, both researchers
posited a three-stage developmental model.

According to this model, children pass first through an intuitive
stage in which they see religious identity as something that is bestowed
upon them by God or their parents; prayers are conceptualized as
recipes for gratifying personal desires; and interpretations of Bible sto-
ries are unsystematic, fragmentary, and often inconsistent. At around
seven years, refigious thinking enters the concrete stage, during which
children associate religious identity with particular forms of behavior,
kinship, or dress and prayer with specific concrete activities. They also
interpret Bible stories concretely, depicting God as a man or a power
threatening specific action, often in response to a specific transgres-
sion. Between the ages of 10 and 14, children's refigious thinking enters
the abstract stage. At this stage, children distinguish religious groups
by differences in their beliefs rather than by physical differences in
the people holding them; they understand prayer as a private conver-
sation with God that need not be tied to any particular ritualized form
of expression; and they are no longer distracted by concrete elements
in Bible stories, but interpret them abstractly and systematically, as
communicating important moral lessons and sentiments.

Elkind's initial studies were conducted with U.S. Jewish, Protes-
tant, and Catholic participants, and Goldman's with pupils at Church
of England schools in Britain. However, replications with participants
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from other denominations in other countries soon followed (e.g.,
Tamminen 1976). These studies too found evidence of a progres-
sion from intuitive to abstract religious concepts over the course of
childhood and adolescence, although this progression tended to be
gradual rather than stagelike. Other researchers applied methods sim-
ilar to those pioneered by Elkind and Goldman to study other areas of
children's religious thinking, such as their comprehension of refigious
allegory and parable (e.g.. Murphy 1977). Although these researchers
too found evidence of a three-stage progression, they diverged both
from their predecessors and from one another in their conclusions
about the ages at which these transitions take place.

The main impact of Piagetian research on refigious education was
to impose restrictions on what was taught to young children. Goldman's
findings in particular led to calls to limit young children's exposure to
Biblical material. The concem was that children's immature, concrete
interpretations of Bible stories would become so deeply ingrained as to
resist revision later in life. As their thinking grew more sophisticated,
adolescents might then be inclined to reject religion as something
childish and irrelevant. In place of a Bible-centered curriculum, Gold-
man proposed a thematic, "life-centered" approach, which would pre-
pare children for abstract religious thinking in adolescence (Goldman
1964,1965). Needless to say, these proposals were objectionable to re-
figious educators working within more Bible-centered faith traditions
(Howkins 1966). Nonetheless, applications of Goldman's ideas soon
came to dominate refigious education in British elementary schools
(see, e.g., Hyde 1990). The impact of Piagetian research in other coun-
tries is harder to gauge, but "developmental stages" had soon become
commonplaces of refigious educational discourse both in Europe and
North America (cf. Fowler 1974; Oser 1980).

However, at the same time that psychologists and educators were
busy repficating, extending, and applying Goldman's and Elkind's
Piagetian accounts of children's refigious thinking, Piaget's research
was itself being subjected to vigorous conceptual, methodological, and
empirical critique. First came attacks by philosophers on its coherence,
conceptual soundness, and susceptibility to empirical investigation
(e.g., Phillips and Kelly 1975). Next came methodological critiques,
backed up by devastating counterevidence, of many of Piaget's key
claims about age differences (e.g., Donaldson 1978). Moreover, these
general critiques of Piagetian research were compounded by more
specific critiques of the theological assumptions underlying Goldman's
and Elkind's models. By approaching refigious thinking as if it were
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no different in principle from the scientific and mathematical think-
ing that Piaget had studied, these models were seen by some to have
ignored or misrepresented the affective and existential aspects of re-
figious thinking (e.g., Francis 1979). And by judging literal interpre-
tations of Bible stories as inherently immature, they were seen to
privilege liberal theologies over theologies committed in principle to
the literal truth of the Bible. This led some researchers to question
the applicability of these Piagetian models to children from theologi-
cally conservative faith traditions (e.g., Howkins 1966). Nevertheless,
Elkind's and Goldman's studies are still widely regarded to have es-
tabfished the existence of cognitive stages in the development of re-
figious thinking (cf. Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis 1993; Gorsuch
1988; Hyde 1990).

It is worth noting also that Goldman's educational proposals de-
rive only partially from his research findings. Goldman's (and Elkind's)
studies showed only that young children's religious beliefs and concep-
tions are concrete. They did not show that exposing children to Bibfieal
material reinforced their concreteness. Indeed, it is possible to accept
Goldman's findings while rejecting his conclusions. One might hypoth-
esize, for example, that frequent exposure to Bibfieal material actually
speeds up development by providing children with opportunities to
grapple with the meanings of afiegorical and parabofic texts. Indeed,
denying them these opportunities might condemn them to an unnec-
essarily shallow and frail spiritual fife. In the absence of expficit studies
of the effects of education on refigious thinking, Goldman's proposal
to banish the Bible from early childhood education is no better sup-
ported than the contradictory proposal that young children's religious
education become more Bible-centered.

The Neo-Piagetians

The next wave of research sought to address some of the limita-
tions of first-generation Piagetian studies. In particular, it sought to
focus more directly on the existential and affective aspects of religious
thinking that early studies had sidefined. Researchers in this second
wave drew their inspiration less from Piaget's own research than from
Kohlberg's elaboration and extension of Piagetian theory and method-
ology in the field of moral development. Indeed, research in tliis sec-
ond wave was dominated by two of Kohlberg's students, James Fowler
and Fritz Oser, both of whom proposed multidimensional, six-stage
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models of refigious development remarkably similar in architecture to
their mentor's model of moral development.

According to Fowler (1974,1981), faith maybe expressed through
religion and through cognition, but it encompasses more than either of
these: It is a way of knowing by which people recognize themselves as
related to the ultimate conditions of their existence. His stage model
seeks to describe how these ways of knowing evolve over the lifespan.
The empirical basis for the model derives from individual interviews
with over 500 North Americans aged between 4 and 84. These inter-
views were more open-ended than Goldman's or Elkind's, their aim
being to induce interviewees to talk in depth about "their fives and
pilgrimages . . . how they have formed and are forming their particu-
lar ways of meaning making" (Fowler 1991, 33). In the first half of
the interview, participants present an autobiographical overview, with
emphasis on life-shaping experiences and relationships; in the second
half, they are asked about their present values and commitments, both
in general and as they relate specifically to religion.

Fowler's model of faith development is a complex construction.
Each faith stage consists of seven structural aspects, "which are in-
tegrated and re-integrated at each of the six levels" (Fowler 1980).
These aspects are (A) form of logic, (B) perspective taking, (G) form
of moral judgment, (D) bounds of social awareness, (E) locus of author-
ity, (F) form of world coherence, and (G) symbofic function. Fowler's
characterizations of aspects A, B, and G are based (somewhat loosely)
on the developmental theories of Piaget, Selman, and Kohlberg, re-
spectively His characterizations of aspects D, E, F, and G are less
refiant on any one theory, although Fowler cites a number of psy-
chosocial theorists, including Erikson, Levinson, Vaillant, Gould, and
Sheehy as important infiuences.

Stage one, intuitive-projective faith, is characteristic of children
aged between three and seven. At this stage, faith is dominated by
the imagination, which is unrestrained by logical thought. Between
the ages of 7 and 11 children move into stage 2, mythic-literal faith.
At this stage, children interpret the stories, befiefs, and practices of
their community fiterally; although they may be affected deeply by
the power of symbols and myths, they are unable to step back from
the flow of narrative to formulate refiective, conceptual meanings.
Stage three, synthetic-conventional faith, is particularly characteris-
tic of adolescents, but becomes a permanent place of equilibrium for
many adults. At this stage, faith is conformist in that it is acutely tuned
to the expectations and judgments of significant others; individuals at
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this Stage are tacitly committed to a particular system of values and
befiefs, but are unaware tliat this system is only one among many.
Stage four, individuative-refiective faith, is marked by a double devel-
opment. As individuals become increasingly able to refiect critically on
their own identity and outlook, they begin to formulate conceptions of
self that are independent of the meanings, judgments, and interpre-
tations of others and expficit systems of meaning that are conscious
of their own boundaries. In particular, stage four is a demythologizing
stage, in which symbols, stories, and myths are translated into con-
ceptual meanings. Stage five, conjunctive faith, is a stage of "second
naivete," in which symbolic power is reunited with conceptual mean-
ings. This stage is unusual before mid-life and is characterized by an
openness to paradox and a capacity to appreciate and partake of one's
group's most powerful symbols, myths, and rituals while recognizing
simultaneously that they are relative and partial. Stage six, universal-
izing faith, is the "normative endpoint" (Fowler 1981, 199) of faith
development. It is characterized by a resolution of the paradoxes of
stage five through the moral and ascetic actualization of universalizing
apprehensions in which an ultimate environment is perceived to be
inclusive of all being. According to Fowler, only a few exceptional indi-
viduals have ever attained this stage, including Gandhi, Martin Luther
King, Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Mother Theresa. According to
Fowler, these people embodied universalizing faith, becoming "incar-
nators and actualizers of the spirit of an inclusive and fulfilled human
community" (Fowler 1981, 200).

Whereas Fowler's model focuses on faith development, Oser's
model focuses on the development of religious judgment. However,
like Fowler, Oser considers refigious judgment to encompass more
than mere cognitive engagement with refigious material Also like
Fowler, Oser proposes a six-stage developmental model, each stage
of which comprises a particular coordination of seven "polar dimen-
sions," and wherein the highest stage is a normative ideal attained only
by exceptional spiritual personalities (Oser 1980; Oser and Gmlinder
1991).

However, despite these similarities, Oser's research differs
markedly from Fowler's in both method and substance. In general,
Oser's theory and methodology are modeled much more closely on
Kohlberg's research than are Fowler's. According to Oser, refigious
judgment may occur at any time, but is especially fikely in times of
crisis. It is activated, in particular, by "contingency situations" (Oser
and Gmiinder 1991, 34-38), in which people "face human failure.
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incompetence, bad luck and so on" (Oser 1980). Oser believes that, at
such times, individuals employ "deep structures of refigious judgment"
in order to cope with the crises with which they are confronted (Oser
and Gmiinder 1991, 33). Thus, Oser investigates religious judgment
empiricafiy by presenting interviewees with dilemmas simulating such
crises.

One such dilemma is the Paul dilemma (Oser and Gmiinder 1991,
102-108). Paul is a young doctor who survived a plane crash during
which he had prayed to God, promising to devote his fife to the poor
of the Third World if he were saved. Paul is then offered a lucrative
position at home. Interviewees are presented with this story and asked
what Paul should do and why. Oser's developmental model is based
on age differences observed among the responses of 112 Swiss 8- to
75-year-olds to this and other similar dilemmas.

Stage one, which was most common among children aged nine and
below, is an orientation of religious heteronomy, or "deus ex machina."
At this stage, God is perceived as intervening actively in human affairs,
punishing or rewarding at will. In contrast, human beings are seen as
merely reactive. Stage two, which was most common between the
ages of 11 and 12, is an orientation of, "do et des," or "give so that
you may receive." At this stage, God is still viewed as on omnipotent
being, dispensing punishments and rewards. However, He can be in-
fiuenced by people's good deeds, promises, and vows. Stage three was
most common among people in their early 20s. This stage is an ori-
entation of absolute autonomy or deism. At this stage, the perceived
role of God in human affairs is dramatically reduced and people see
themselves as absolutely responsible for their own lives. This stage
was often associated with a rejection of refigious authority. Stage four,
which was most common in middle age, is an orientation of mediated
autonomy in which individuals continue to see themselves as respon-
sible for their fate and actions, but see the Ultimate as the source of
their freedom. Individuals at this stage often spoke of a divine plan
underlying and giving meaning to the ups and downs of their fives.
Stage five, which Oser admits to having found only rarely, is an orien-
tation of intersubjectivity. At this stage, the Ultimate is encountered
everywhere and permeates interpersonal commitments while simul-
taneously transcending them. Individuals at this stage feel that they
are related unconditionally to the Ultimate and cannot conceive of the
divine without concrete reference to human beings. Stage six is pos-
tulated as an ideal orientation toward universal communication and
sofidarity. At this stage, the individual's sense of being unconditionally
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related to the Ultimate is developed into an absolute trust that is com-
pletely impervious to failure and pain. The Ultimate is seen as imbuing
even the finite and fragmentary actions of human beings with absolute
meaning.

The educational impact of this second wave of developmental re-
search is harder to gauge than that of the first wave. Various papers
have explored general implications of Fowler's and Oser's stage the-
ories for ministry and pastoral work (e.g., Dykstra and Parks 1986;
Fowler, Nipkow, and Schweitzer 1991). But there has been no sys-
tematic attempt to derive more specific implications for the religious
education of school-age children. Nevertheless, both theories concur
with earfier Piagetian accounts in portraying preadolescents' religious
thinking as overwhelmingly concrete and literafistic. Indeed, accord-
ing to Fowler and Oser, the ability to engage in mature, refiective
thinking about religious matters emerges, if at all, only in early adult-
hood. This would seem to constrain the religious education of children
and adolescents to a greater extent than even Goldman had proposed.
For, according to Fowler and Oser, children are limited not only in
their cognitive capacities to comprehend religious concepts, texts, and
rituals, but also in their capacities to experience mature religious feel-
ings and commitments. And, according to both Fowler and Oser, these
limitations are rarely overcome before late adolescence.

Of the two theories. Fowler's has been criticized more than Oser's.
However, many of the reservations expressed about Fowler's theory
apply no less to Oser's. One fine of critique has argued that the data
presented in support of tliese developmental models are insufficient
to estabfish the authors' strong claims of an invariant, hierarchical se-
quence of structural stages (Power 1991). Neither Fowler's nor Oser's
data support an unambiguous progression past stage three, suggesting
that stages four, five, and six may be better conceptuafized as alter-
native endpoints than as hierarchically ordered developmental steps
(Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis 1993). Additional reservations have
been expressed about the complexity and abstruseness of Fowler's and
Oser's models. In particular. Fowler has been criticized for failing to
provide any clear account of how the stages of such disparate theo-
ries as those from which he derives his seven aspects of faith can be
integrated coherently into "structured wholes" (see, e.g., Dykstra and
Parks 1986; Heywood 1986). Finally, both theories have been crit-
icized for their implicit theological bias (e.g., Kwilecld 1988). Both
Fowler and Oser consider their accounts to be not only descriptive of
how faith and religious judgment develop over the lifespan but also
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prescriptive of how they ought to develop. And both researchers ac-
knowledge that this prescriptive account is derived from the vwitings
of liberal Christian theologians such as Niebuhr, Tillich, and Ricoeur
as well as from their own empirical findings (cf. Fowler 1981, 299-
300; Oser 1980, 291-292; Oser and Gmiinder 1991, 57-81). As with
Goldman's theory, therefore, some have questioned the applicability of
these accounts to more conservative, Bible-centered faith traditions.

The Theory-Theorists

Whereas the first two waves of research into children's religious
thinking built directly on Piaget's research, the third wave draws its in-
spiration from a post-Piagetian paradigm that has come to be known as
"theory-theory" (Gopnik and Wellman 1994). Theory-theorists argue
that, far from being primitive, magical thinkers, as Piaget suggested,
young children are like little scientists, developing and testing hypothe-
ses about the phenomena they observe and distilfing their findings into
ever more sophisticated theories (Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl 1999).
According to this account of cognitive development, children's thinking
is not qualitatively different from that of adults. Rather, discrepancies
between childish and adult thinking are due primarily to quantitative
deficits in children's knowledge and experience.

Over the last 20 years, support for theory-theory has grown as
evidence has accumulated of children's precocious understanding of
causation—and constraints thereon—in the domains of physics, bi-
ology, and psychology (Wellman and Gelman 1992). This has led, in
turn, to renewed interest in children's religious beliefs, on account of
their apparent violation of children's theories of physical, biological,
and psychological causality (Rosengren, Johnson, and Harris 2000).
For example, five-year-olds typically appreciate that objects cannot
be made to materialize, move, or disappear merely by thinking about
them and that a person who has not seen inside a misleadingly labeled
box will falsely predict its contents (Wefiman, Cross, and Watson 2001;
Woolley, Phelps, Davis, and Mandell 1999). Yet, like many adults, they
also believe that these constraints do not apply to spiritual agents and
entities, such as gods and prayers (Barrett, Richert, and Driesenga
2001; Woolley and Phelps 2001). Taken together, these findings pose
an intriguing challenge to theory-theory. If young children's impres-
sive grasp of physical, biological, and psychological causality is the
product of a vigorous research program in which successive theories
have been tested extensively against empirical reality, then how do
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children come to subscribe to refigious befiefs, which not only violate
these theories but are unsusceptible in principle to clear-cut empirical
validation (Harris 2002)?

This question has been the subject of considerable debate among
developmental psychologists (see Rosengren, Johnson, and Harris
2000). However, an evolutionary account proposed by the cognitive an-
thropologist, Pascal Boyer, has been gaining increasing support (Boyer
2001). According to Boyer, religious beliefs are a by-product of human
cognitive evolution. Specifically, human minds have evolved in such a
way that they tend to over-attribute agency on one hand, and to be fasci-
nated by violations of intuitive ontology on the other. Intuitive ontology
comprises "a set of broad categories about the types of things to be
found in the world, together witli quasi-theoretical assumptions about
their causal powers" (Boyer and Walker 2000, 135). Religious repre-
sentations violate this ontology. For example, they ascribe intentions
to inanimate objects or posit agents who violate physical and biologi-
cal laws. It is these violations of intuitive ontology that give religious
representations their attention-grabbing potential. At the same time,
however, the plausibility and explanatory power of such representa-
tions depends on their leaving a large number of-intuitive ontological
assumptions intact. Thus, in a sense, refigious beliefs are parasitic on
intuitive ontology while deviating from it. That is why, according to
Boyer, religious representations that do not include this tacit back-
ground (such as omnipotent Gods who do not perceive anything or
spirits who are located nowhere) are absent from the anthropological
record.

According to Boyer's account of religious ontology, three con-
ditions must be fulfilled for children to acquire religious concepts
(Boyer and Walker 2000). First, they must possess the tacit princi-
ples that inform intuitive ontology. Second, they must be sensitive
to violations of these principles. Third, they must use non-violated
background assumptions to produce inferences about refigious enti-
ties. Although some aspects of intuitive ontology, such as principles
of intuitive physics, emerge very early, others, such as the stability of
species identity, do not emerge until middle childhood. Similarly the
abifity to construct a cognitive "slot" for scenarios that are both coun-
terintuitive and real appears to be a middle childhood phenomenon.
Thus, on this account, it is only around the age of six or seven that
children are able to distinguish clearly between magical, religious, and
fictional representations. Nonetheless, because children share many
intuitive ontological assumptions with adults, the religious conceptions



ELI GOTTLIEB 253

of children and adults are largely continuous. Observed discontinuities
between the refigious thinking of children and adults are claimed to be
a function of specific deficits in children's cultural knowledge: as chil-
dren acquire a richer knowledge base their refigious concepts begin to
correspond more closely to "theologically correct" adult conceptions.

Boyei-'s account of the cognitive basis of religious representations
suggests that religious thinking is neither domain-specific nor culture-
specific in any strong sense (Boyer and Walker 2000,151-153). Rather
than religion being a distinct domain with its own particular functional
characteristics, it merely integrates conceptual repertoires from the
physical, biological, and psychological domains. Similarly, although the
details of religious representations differ considerably across cultures,
the underlying ontological assumptions in terms of which they operate
are universal.

Recent empirical studies provide limited support for various as-
pects of Boyer's account. Children's religious concepts have been
shown to be much more similar to adults' than studies by Piagetians and
neo-Piagetians had assumed (Barrett 2001). Moreover, recent cross-
cultural studies have found children from different faith traditions
to subscribe to remarkably similar religious conceptions (Boyer and
Ramble 2001), although significant cross-cultural divergence does ap-
pear to emerge over the course of adolescence (Evans 2001).

Boyer's account of the development of refigious thinking has yet to
be subjected to detailed criticism. However, like other theories in the
field of evolutionary psychology, it tends to brush over compelling evi-
dence of cultural difference and to tolerate large gaps between theory
and supporting data (cf. Menand 2002). Boyer's equation of refigious
representations with objects or agents that are both counterintuitive
and real is indeed plausible. But by voiding refigious befiefs of their
specific content, Boyer risks reducing his object of study to an empty
shell. After all, what is most distinctive about refigious representations
is the variety of ways in which people relate to them. It is precisely
the differences between befievers and unbelievers, doubters and faith-
ful, Hasidim, Shiites, and Episcopalians that a psychology of refigious
thinking must explain. By boiling down religious befief̂  to its lowest
cognitive denominator, Boyer may have vaporized its essence. More-
over, Boyer's claim that religious thinking is neither culture-specific
nor domain-specific has yet to be subjected to systematic empirical
investigation. Few cross-cultural studies have been conducted, and
even fewer within-subjects comparisons of refigious and non-refigious
thinking (see Gottfieb 2002).
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Gompared with the two previous waves, the research of theory-
theorists has had little direct impact on refigious education. This may
be a function of its relative novelty. But it is most fikely due to the
professional and ideological distance between religious educators and
those conducting the research. Researchers like Goldman and Fowler
were educational activists as well as psychologists, and were concerned
as much with the promotion of thoughtful refigious commitment as
with the academic study of human experience. Accordingly, their writ-
ing was directed toward clergy, refigious educators, and parents as wefi
as to academic psychologists. In contrast, theory-theorists studying re-
ligious thinking are motivated primarily by the desire to iron out an in-
triguing anomaly in contemporary developmental theory. Accordingly,
they conduct their debates across the pages of psychology journals and
strive to maintain studied neutrality. Indeed, if" anything, their sympa-
thies appear to be in the opposite direction. For example, Boyer's
attribution of religious belief to a quirk of evolution is reminiscent of
the anti-religious reduetionism of Freud and Marx.

Nevertheless, the post-Piagetian Zeitgeist seems to have filtered
through to religious educators by other means. Children's spirituality
and theological sophistication are increasingly emphasized, and the
age at which they are considered "ready for religion" (cf. Goldman
1965) has been driven back from mid-adolescence to early childhood
(see, e.g., Ratcliff 2004).

AREAS OF AGREEMENT AND CONTENTION

Perhaps the most striking characteristic of the research reviewed
herein is its lack of convergence. Consider, for example, children's
concepts of God and prayer. According to some researchers, these
remain concrete, literal, and anthropomorphic until well into ado-
lescence (Fowler 1981; Goldman 1964; Oser and Gmunder 1991);
according to others, they have become abstract and differentiated by
the time children enter their twelfth year (Elkind 1961; Long, Elkind,
and Spilka 1967); and according to still others, they are more or less
indistinguishable from adults' concepts by the ages of five and eight, re-
spectively (Barrett, Richert, and Driesenga 2001; Woolley and Phelps
2001).

However, the findings on which these apparently confiicting claims
are based relate to quite distinct features of children's religious think-
ing. Goldman's (1964) claim that preadolescents' religious concepts



ELI GOTTLIEB 255

are concrete and anthropomorphic is based on evidence that they be-
lieve Bible stories to be fiterally true and equate prayer with a magical
formula for making egocentric petitions. On the other hand, the claim
by Elkind and colleagues that 11-year-olds have acquired abstract reli-
gious concepts is based on evidence that they believe refigious identity
to depend on beliefs rather than actions and view prayer as a private
conversation with God that need not be combined with particular
rituals. Finally, recent claims of even earlier attainment of adult-like
religious concepts are based on evidence that five-year-olds differen-
tiate between God and mother in false belief tasks (Barrett, Richert,
and Driesenga 2001), and that eight-year-olds consider mental com-
ponents of prayer more important than physical ones and some prayer
contents more appropriate than others (Woolley and Phelps 2001).

Thus, children's religious conceptions are a shifting target. De-
pending on which entities and practices they are asked about, and
how they are asked about them, their conceptions appear to vary enor-
mously. Such variation makes the drawing of clear conclusions about
the nature of children's religious thinking and its development ex-
tremely difficult.

These difficulties are compounded by the lack of attention re-
searchers have paid to the role of education in the development of chil-
dren's religious thinking. Overwhelmingly, samples have been drawn
from Protestant churches and parochial schools in North America and
Western Europe. And even when researchers have included children
from other faith traditions and educational backgrounds in their stud-
ies, they have tended not to analyze group differences statistically (see,
e.g.. Fowler 1981; Heller 1986). Accordingly, it remains unclearto what
extent the age trends observed thus far in studies of children's religious
thinking are attributable to cognitive maturation and development, as
opposed to instruction and acculturation.

Our ability to draw clear conclusions about children's religious
thinking is further compromised by the tendency of researchers to
focus on what children think about religious entities and practices, as
opposed to how they think about them. Despite their differing method-
ologies and theoretical orientations, Piagetians, neo-Piagetians, and
theory-theorists have afi focused on the contents of children's religious
beliefs rather than on the thinking that underlies them. Researchers
of all three stripes have invited children to state what they believe
about God, miracles, prayer, and so on. Piagetians and neo-Piagetians
have done so in semi-structured interviews, whereas theory-theorists
have preferred experimental and forced-choice designs. Nonetheless,
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in both cases, the data are children's explicit statements about religious
entities or practices.

To study how people think, we must do more than observe what
they think. If what interests us is an activity or process, then what we
must study arie people engaging in that activity or process. Practically
speaking, this entails a shift from designs in which the dependent
variables describe children's "beliefs" or "concepts" to designs in which
they describe the pattems of inference, argumentation, and reasoning
that children generate as they engage in thinking about such beliefs
and concepts (see Gottlieb 2002).

In fight of these limitations, the findings of existing research into
the development of religious thinking must be interpreted with great
caution. Despite their authors' generalizations, such studies describe,
at most, age-related shifts in belief about specific religious entities,
among participants in particular faith communities and with particular
educational backgrounds.

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

To some religious educators, this view of the research may be
somewhat disappointing. Rather than providing a comprehensive and
reliable account of the nature of religious thinking and its develop-
ment, it presents us with several competing pictures, each of which is
partial and incomplete. Nonetheless, these pictures—partial though
they are—can serve religious educators in several ways.

First, alongside the divergence are important areas of conver-
gence. Although researchers differ in their conclusions about the pre-
cise ages at which shifts in religious thinking occur, they tend to concur
in their descriptions of the kinds of shift that take place. Over the course
of adolescence, religious befiefs and conceptions tend to become more
abstract and differentiated. Yet, the precise form these shifts take and
the pace at which they occur vary considerably from conception to
conception and from community to community. This suggests that the
role of education in the development of religious thinking is far more
significant than those conducting the research supposed. Indeed, more
than it provides developmental guidelines/or instruction, the research
highfights the extent to which children's religious thinking is shaped
by instruction.

Second, the different models of religious development proposed
by researchers provide alternative ways to conceptualize the task of
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educating for religious thinking. Is the task to draw people away from
a default tendency to anthropomorphic thinking, or is anthropomor-
phism the very essence of religious thinking, and any effort to minimize
it doomed? Is the task to help people construct a logically consistent
theology or is it to lead them to appreciate the essential mystery of
religious faith? Piagetians', post-Piagetians', and theory-theorists' dif-
fering accounts of the developmental trajectory of refigious thinking
provide us with alternative perspectives on such questions. By describ-
ing stations along the way to these different destinations they provide
us with maps we can use to think through the impfications of" taking
one route or another. Empirical validity aside, these models provide
religious educators with powerful tools of the mind. Theories need not
be true to be useful.

In planning early childhood religious education, Piagetian theories
of religious development can serve as a reminder that theological ideas
that seem basic and obvious to us can sometimes be extremely difficult
for young children to comprehend. Fowler's and Oser's theories, on
the other hand, remind us that there is more to refigious thinking than
cognitive engagement with theological ideas, that the development of
refigious thinking is an ongoing process that continues beyond early
adolescence, and that this developmental process is tightly intertwined
with processes of identity formation. These neo-Piagetian theories thus
spur educators to attend hofistically to aspects of refigious education
that are often considered in isolation from one another, or worse—
ignored altogether. Contemporary theory-theoretical accounts remind
us that, important differences between children and adults notwith-
standing, some lands of refigious thinking come quite naturally. They
call to our attention to the fact that children's minds contain rich re-
serves of raw theological material just waiting to be mined and refined
by creative refigious educators.

Third, the limitations of existing research should serve as a spur
to religious educators to conduct and commission new research into
areas of religious thinking that have been ignored or overlooked in
previous studies. As we have seen, the research agenda in this field has
been shaped substantially by contemporary trends in developmen-
tal psychology. Perhaps the time has come for refigious educators to
become bolder in setting their own research agenda. If we are accu-
rately to gauge the potential of religious education to shape refigious
thinking, we need to know much more about how religious thinking
is affected by general process of cognitive maturation versus specific
instruction and acculturation. The only way to gain such knowledge
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is to conduct systematic comparative studies across different faith tra-
ditions and educational settings. Similarly, if we are to identify areas
on which to focus our instruction, we need to characterize aspects of
religious thinking that mark it out as different from other kinds of
thinking. The only way to do this is to compare systematically how in-
dividuals think about religious and non-religious subject matter. Such
studies will not provide definitive guidelines for religious educators.
But they will generate a much firmer foundation on which to base our
educational deliberations.
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