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Three decades ago, Urban T. Holmes proposed a phenomenology of prayer that he 

referred to as the Circle of Sensibility—a conceptual map of four broad ways of engaging in 

prayer.1 Sensibility speaks of how human beings become sensitive, or sensible, to different types 

of prayer and expressions of spirituality.2 By laying out two axes—the vertical axis denoting the 
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illumination of the mind or heart and the horizontal axis representing emptying (apophatic) or 

imaginal (kataphatic) forms of meditation—he was able to create a framework of understanding 

the four types or styles of prayer.3 Building on Holmes’ work, Corinne Ware labeled these 

“spiritual types” as head, heart, mystic, and kingdom.4

Drawing from Holmes and Ware, Joyce Bellous and I have come to believe that their 

ideas not only refer to different ways of engaging in Christian spirituality and prayer; they also 

speak about spirituality more widely understood as the inherent human capacity to engage in 

self-transcendence. Based on the findings of our own research and experimentation, we proposed 

that there are four distinct yet overlapping approaches to transcendence—four spiritual styles, as 

we refer to them—that human beings use in their daily living: word, emotion, symbol, and 

action. Along with Denise Peltomaki and Karen Bellous, we created resources that help adults 

and children assess their dominant spiritual styles and learn about these different ways of 

knowing God and expressing ultimate concerns.5

While people often exhibit one or two dominant styles, a healthy spirituality involves 

some degree of balance between these four approaches to spirituality.6 Going too far into any one 

style or focusing solely on a single style can lead to extremism or, to use Ware’s term, an 

aberration of the spiritual style. Each style has an extreme form that “can damage and restrict 
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growth, both personally and in the community.”7 Thus, nurturing a healthy spirituality involves 

creating environments that are infused with aspects of each and every style so that all those who 

are present are included and nurtured according to their dominant style as well as challenged to 

branch out and explore different ways of experiencing God.8

Although the limited discussion of spiritual types has focused on adults, Bellous and I 

hold that many children also make regular use of spiritual styles. This became rather clear to me 

in the autumn and winter of 2007 and 2008, when I engaged in a six-month qualitative research 

study involving a series of interviews with thirteen children from three Protestant congregations 

in Ontario, Canada. In this essay, I will draw from the data that I collected from this study in 

order to shed light on how spiritual styles are manifested in the lives of children. First, I will 

share some words about children and spirituality as they have been understood in recent years 

and as I conceive them in my research project. Next, I will offer some background information 

about the research that I conducted. Third, I will outline the ways in which each spiritual style 

was manifested in the lives of these children. Finally, I will speak about limitations of my 

research and possible avenues for further study and end with some brief concluding words.

While Bellous and I have already written about spiritual styles as they are broadly 

understood,9 this essay will begin from the ground-up as I use the data gleaned from the lives of 

thirteen Protestant children in order to focus on how children make use of spiritual styles. A word 
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of caution, however, is necessary before I begin: my sample of thirteen children is not 

representative of young people in every context and of all ages, races, and religions. However, I 

do believe that the insights I gleaned from the specific contexts in which I performed my 

research can be used to initiate a conversation about how children in different contexts and from 

various walks of life might make use of spiritual styles in their quests for God. 

CHILDHOOD AND SPIRITUALITY

Throughout history, children and childhood have been understood and perceived in 

different ways. In his writings, John Westerhoff describes three metaphors that have been used to 

understand the phenomenon of childhood.  The first was that of raw material. Instruction, 

education, and curriculum were understood to be like the production lines through which the raw 

material was processed and adults were seen as responsible for molding children into their 

predetermined designs.10 This paradigm reflects John Locke’s view of children as blank pieces of 

paper.11 Similar metaphors, like children as wet cement or sponges—demonstrate that such a 

conception of children is still prevalent today.

With that advent of psychology and psychoanalysis, however, another paradigm emerged 

during the twentieth century. Ideas about human development led to the belief that children must 
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progress through the “maturation process from lower to higher stages of development.”12 The 

new paradigm for childhood became that of the greenhouse and young people came to be seen as 

divine seeds that require nurturing by gardeners (adults) if they are to properly develop.13 While 

both of these metaphors—the production line and the greenhouse—certainly reflect common 

notions of the day, they tend to rob children of agency. Children are seen as needing adults to do 

things to or for them in order for them to properly grow and become adults.14

A new paradigm, one that valued the agency of children, was spearheaded by Robert 

Coles at the end of the twentieth century: children as pilgrims (particularly spiritual pilgrims).15 

Through his research with young people, Coles discovered that “As the children traveled the 

ordinary days of life, from time to time they sensed a spiritual purpose.”16 With this idea came a 

model in which children are active agents who walk with adults on the journey of life. In this 

model, adults do things with children. This is, in the words of Westerhoff, “a relational model of 

equals—a model in which all of us have something to offer each other.”17 My study finds its 

home in the paradigm of children as spiritual pilgrims, which values them as active agents who 

make meaning of themselves and the world around them in unique and personal ways.
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Many people are beginning to believe that more and more individuals in the west see 

themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” In The Great Awakening, Jim Wallis briefly states that 

the amount of people who identify themselves as “spiritual but not religious” can constitute an 

entire denomination.18 It appears as though some people believe that it is possible to choose 

whether or not one will be a spiritual person. However, although spirituality is understood 

differently from tradition to tradition, all human beings are spiritual.19 Religion, on the other 

hand, comes out of personal and communal expressions of one’s innate spirituality.20

Coles, in his research into the political and moral lives of children, discovered that young 

people often speak about spiritual matters. This led him to conduct the research presented in his 

book, The Spiritual Life of Children. Coles sat down and spoke with hundreds of children from 

different religious (and nonreligious) traditions and concluded that young people are inherently 

spiritual creatures. They each possess an innate spiritual life that “grows, changes, [and] 

responds constantly to the other lives that, in their sum, make up the individual we call by a 
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name and know by a story that is all his, all hers.”21 As previously mentioned, he asserts that 

young people are spiritual pilgrims who “march through life” as they seek God, ask questions 

and discover answers, and wonder about what lies ahead of them.22 Children and adults alike are 

pilgrims on the spiritual journey, for “Spiritual aliveness knows no age barriers; the young child 

and aged philosopher stand on level ground.”23

Other scholars have helped to lay a solid foundation for understanding children’s 

spirituality. Rebecca Nye engaged in a groundbreaking qualitative study that explored the 

spiritual realm of childhood among children in British schools. In collaboration with David Hay, 

she published her findings in The Spirit of the Child. Through her research, Nye discovered that, 

“children’s spirituality was recognized by a distinctive property of mental activity, profound and 

intricate enough to be termed ‘consciousness’, and remarkable for its confinement to a broadly 

relational, inter- and intra-personal domain.”24 Thus, she defined this human quality as relational 

consciousness, an aspect of the human condition that can be seen more clearly in children and 

young people because of its fundamental quality. It has been sustained throughout the 

evolutionary process of natural selection because is has survival value for the species at an 

individual level.25
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While Nye uses the term relational consciousness to refer to the spiritual dimension of 

humanity, Barbara Kimes Myers discusses spirituality as a process of transcendence. In her 

opinion, transcendence speaks of the innate human ability and desire to go beyond the present 

self and reality—it is “the essence of who we are as humankind.”26 Nye would agree that this 

desire for transcendence is a fundamental quality of spirituality, for she holds that relational 

consciousness always intersects with self-transcendence.27 All human beings, therefore, are 

concerned with the transcendental, with moving beyond the here and now. And all human beings 

are spiritual.

As one can see, spirituality is a complex concept that eludes definitive understanding. 

Nye appropriately likens spirituality to the wind: “though it might be experienced, observed and 

described, it cannot be ‘captured.’”28 Yet in order for it to having meaning, spirituality must 

possess conceptual limitations.29 We need to be aware of what we are referring to when we use 

the term spirituality. Thus, I offer a working definition of spirituality suitable to the purposes of 

this essay: spirituality, as an inherent and biological aspect of the human condition, is a sense of 

relational connection to a being or power that transcends the limits of ordinary, material 

existence. Different religious traditions describe this power in different ways. In Christianity, the 
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Triune God is named as that higher power and the Christian community is designated as a key 

context through which this connection is fostered.30

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH

My research study took place over a six-month period beginning in September of 2007. 

Throughout this time, I met with thirteen children for a series of qualitative interviews and 

research activities. My goal was to gain a sense of the ways in which people and places at 

churches affect their relationships with God and their faith communities. The sample for this 

project consisted of three children from an independent Baptist church, five from another Baptist 

church, and five from a Presbyterian church.31

From Northview Community Church, a 20-year-old independent Baptist congregation 

with an average attendance of more than 1100 people, came Caleb, a nine-year-old boy, Abigail, 

a nine-year-old girl, and Ben, a seven-year-old boy. Four children attended Townsend Baptist 

Church, which was founded in the late 1960s and is one of the region’s largest congregations, 

with about 1500 people attending each week: Laurie, an eight-year-old girl; Keira, a ten-year-old 

girl; Megan a nine-year-old girl; Nicholas, a nine-year-old boy; and Owen, an eight-year-old boy. 

The final five participants attended Lawrence Park Presbyterian Church, a 150-year-old 

downtown congregation with a weekly attendance of 600: Freddy, an eleven-year-old boy; Juliet, 
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a ten-year-old girl; Gordon; an eight-year-old boy; Ian, a seven-year-old boy; and Houston, a ten-

year-old boy.

Methodology

Researching children’s spirituality is an incredibly complex and multifaceted endeavor 

and requires several different methods of data acquisition. “The more sources of information an 

adult has about a child, the more likely that the adult is to receive the child’s messages 

properly.”32 In this study, I adopted a multi-method, “mosaic” approach that allowed children 

with various interests and skills to become actively involved in the research process.33 I chose to 

use qualitative methods of research because they are often more effective than quantitative 

methods when studying children’s inner lives. Researchers such as David Elkind and Rebecca 

Nye are aware that doing good research with children necessitates hearing their unique stories, 

ideas, and anecdotes. Qualitative research can gain valuable information about their religious 

experiences that is not elicited well through structured, quantitative methods.34

Over a six-month period, the children in my sample met with me for five focus group 

discussions, consisting of one to five children from the same church, depending on their 

availability. During these interviews, I facilitated discussion by asking open-ended questions and 
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allowing the children time to respond and engage in conversation with one another. In 

conducting the interviews in this manner, I provided “a forum for the children to express 

themselves”35 and I sought to empower them to be active members of the research process; both 

of these strategies are fundamental for eliciting information about children’s inner experiences.36 

Throughout the interviews, I followed Coles’ lead, who said, “I let the children know as clearly 

as possible, and as often as necessary, what it is I am trying to learn, how they can help me.”37

During the first interview with each group, I asked the children to complete a social 

mapping exercise. Social mapping is a relatively new form of qualitative research that Angela 

Veale found to be an effective descriptive and analytical tool. Social maps describe the child’s 

perspective of the geographical area being depicted in the maps. They are analytical in that “this 

method generated visual data, a ‘map’ of the community that could be analyzed through 

determining the features and people that were included and also those that were excluded.”38 

Each child received a map of his or her church and two sets of colored plastic bits—one color 

represented children and the other represented adults (I allowed the children to decide which 

color would represent which group). I then asked them to place these bits of plastic on the map 

of their church in a way that described their views of where people spend time during Sunday 
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services. Afterwards, I requested that they put the bits on the map in a way that prescribed where 

they would prefer people adults and children to spend this time.

The second interviews were conversation-based. I developed a set of open-ended 

questions about the children’s experiences at their churches and about the people and places that 

helped them to feel safe or feel close to God. Rather than simply asking the children question 

after question, I allowed the children’s conversations to guide the interviews while making sure 

that they addressed each of the topics and questions I brought to the interview.

During the third set of focus groups, I asked the children to draw pictures of people with 

whom and places where they experienced or felt close to God. Since children often lack adequate 

vocabulary for speaking of their spiritual experiences, drawings can be quite helpful, because 

they “seem to be able to plumb the inner depths of a person and uncover some of the otherwise 

inaccessible inside information.”39 But drawings often provide only partial windows into 

children’s inner lives, since young people can only draw based on their knowledge and abilities. 

Thus, Dana Hood recognizes that “drawings are often metaphors to represent ideas.”40 Having 

the children discuss their pictures as they drew as well as asking them to explain them to the 

group helped me to gain a more holistic sense of what the children were expressing through their 

drawings.
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Another research method of which I made use was photography, a type of participatory 

research.41 At the end of the second interviews, I gave a disposable camera to each child with 

instructions to photograph the places and objects that help him or her feel close to and experience 

God or where and with which her or she feels safe, comfortable, or at peace. At the third round of 

interviews, they returned the cameras to me and I had the film developed. The next time I met 

with each group of children, they shared their photos with the groups and explained what they 

depicted and why they took them. Like the process of drawing, having the children revisit their 

photographs and explain their reasons for capturing each image worked together with the images 

to create a more complete representation of the children’s experiences and spirituality. This 

method was also helpful in building a rapport with the children, for the simple act of handing the 

children their very own cameras showed them that their ideas and experiences were important.

After completing social mapping exercises, discussing their lives with me and one 

another, drawing pictures, and taking photographs, the children met with me a fifth and final 

time. This round of interviews was devoted to readdressing the data I had collected over the 

previous months. I asked specific open-ended questions in order to clarify previous discussions 

or fill in gaps that had arisen. At the end of our time together, I gave each child a copy of his or 

her photographs and I thanked the children for participating in this project.

The final method of data acquisition involved interviewing the children’s parents. 

Although parents cannot completely enter into their children’s spiritual experiences, they can 

certainly act as expert witnesses to their children’s lives. After conducting the third focus groups 
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with each group of children, I met with at least one parent of each child in small groups for 

interviews arranged according to the churches involved in this study. I asked the parents 

questions about their views of spirituality, their participation in their children’s spiritual lives, 

and their perceptions of their children’s spiritual experiences and involvement in their 

congregations. In order to uphold confidentiality and prevent responses from being skewed by 

predetermined information, I did not disclose any information that the children had provided to 

me during our conversations with one another.

Through these many methods of data acquisition, I was able to gain a window into the 

spiritual lives and experiences of the children involved in this research project. Doing research 

with children in this way respected the agency of the children, allowed the participants to have a 

legitimate voice in the research process, and was more likely to lead to accurate and valid 

results.42 These thirteen children, while certainly not representative of all young people, offered 

me a glimpse of some of the experiences that young people face as they walk along the spiritual 

path. I am grateful to them for permitting me to explore their spiritual lives with them.

FOUR WAYS OF KNOWING GOD

One of the risks (and benefits) of qualitative research is that the researcher gives up some 

control of the research in order to let participants guide conversations towards what they believe 

matters most. This was the case with this research project. I began this study hoping to 
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understand how people and places at congregations affect children’s spiritual experiences. Yet as 

the research progressed, I discovered that what seemed to have the most significant impact on the 

children’s spiritual lives and their experiences with their congregations was their dominant 

spiritual style. In a sense, the primary spiritual style of a child acted like a lens through which he 

or she experienced and made meaning of God and the world.

Based on the work of Holmes,43 Ware,44 and Bellous,45 I examined the data I collected in 

order to determine the dominant spiritual styles through which the children were operating. I 

then analyzed the data and materials I collected so that I might describe spiritual styles from the 

ground-up. I wanted to understand some of the key ways in which spiritual styles were 

manifested in the lives of these children and, in so doing, gain a sense of how they might affect 

the spirituality of children in general. In this section, I will outline the significant characteristics 

of each spiritual style as they appeared in the lives and experiences of these thirteen children.

A Word-Centered Approach to Spirituality

A word-centered approach is “a thoughtful, cognitive approach to spiritual experience 

based on the significance of words.”46 Words matter a great deal to people of this style, for the 

correct words in the correct relationship lay out propositional knowledge and doctrine that is 
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foundational for faith. Reason and logic are seen as the avenues for knowing God and people of 

this style value clarity, accuracy, precision, and thoughtfulness as they examine ideas about faith, 

life, religion, and God. The aberration, or extreme form, of a word-centered spirituality is 

rationalism, “an overintellectualization of one’s spiritual life with a consequent loss of feeling, 

often perceived as dogmatic and dry.”47

Four children involved in my research project demonstrated a word-centered approach to 

spirituality—three from Townsend Church (Nicholas, Keira, Megan) and one from Northview 

(Ben). For these children, spirituality and experiencing God are bound up with their knowledge 

about God. They know God through knowing about God. For example, Nicholas told me that he 

feels closest to God at Sunday school, because “[I] learn more about him . . . because it’s all 

about God.” In fact, he believes that his church is an important place because it is there where 

people learn and talk about God. Keira also acknowledged the importance she places on 

knowledge and learning about God, for she feels particularly close to God when she talks about 

God with others, especially at home, church, and even in our focus group interviews. Ben’s 

mother told me that her son is “more likely intellectually to say something he learned maybe 

more so than he’d talk about feeling stuff.” These are all common views of people with a word-

centered spirituality.

For people of this style, having an accurate understanding of God, the Bible, and 

theological tenets is of the utmost importance. And a key way that one can gain such knowledge 

is by reading the Bible, which may be best characterized by people of this style as the sacred 
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Word of God. In Keira’s words, “When I’m reading the Bible, I learn about God and learning 

about God is good. . . . When you learn more about him it makes you smarter in the eyes of 

God.” While Megan and Nicholas also explicitly spoke of the importance of reading the Bible, 

Ben identified his VeggieTales48 videos as important resources for learning about God. While 

watching these films, which tell stories based on biblical narratives and values, Ben’s 

relationship with God is nurtured.

Each of these children spoke about a specific place where they feel especially close to 

God. One of the common threads among these different places is that each of these four children 

learn and talk about God in these places. Megan spoke of her private Christian school, where she 

receives instruction about the Bible and God from her teachers, as well as her home, where she 

listens to the her parents’ Bible study group as they converse about God. Nicholas feels God’s 

presence all over his church, for he hears about the Lord in the sanctuary, gymnasium, and 

classrooms. Ben feels close to God in the room where we met for interviews, for it was at this 

time and in this place where he could openly talk with others about God. As one can see, what 

matters most to these children was not necessarily where they experience God, but what they do 

in these places—learning and talking about God.

The importance of words was also demonstrated through the fact that most of these 

children identified their church library to be of particular importance to them. Libraries provide 

them with access to a wide variety of reading materials and resources through which they can 
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gain information about God and spiritual matters. A church with a well-stocked and accessible 

library can be a powerful place of spiritual nurture for word-centered children. By walking into a 

library, selecting a book, and opening it up, these children have profound and meaningful 

spiritual experiences.

The children with a word-centered approach to spirituality are not always content with 

simply cracking open their Bibles and reading Scripture by themselves. Rather, there are 

particular people in their lives who help them know about God, which in turn allows them to feel 

close to God. These people clearly and explicitly teach them about God and the Bible. Megan in 

particular spoke of the people in her life that help her learn about God, including Mr. Lane, a 

teacher from her Christian school who “helps me know God more because he teaches me about 

God in Bible [class].” Megan’s parents also told me about the vital role of her teachers, for her 

new Christian school has helped her intellectual and verbal reasoning about God to be “ratcheted 

up a few notches. . . . Now she’s willing to discuss what her opinion is in terms of God and Bible 

verses and what not.” Parents, grandparents, Sunday school teachers, and family friends were 

also identified by these children as the people who perform the vital spiritual role of teaching.

To summarize, the children who express a word-centered approach to spirituality value 

propositional and cognitive knowledge about God. Although many books and writings may help 

these young people learn about God, sacred texts are of particular importance. Such texts are 

stockpiles of particularly accurate and reliable information about God and they reveal God to 

these children. The people who have a spiritual influence on these children are those who help 

them make gains in their knowledge of God—teachers, family members, and church leaders. 
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Places of importance are those where they learn about God, particularly church libraries, which 

are storehouses of knowledge about God.

An Emotion-Centered Approach to Spirituality

While word-centered spirituality is based on the importance of words, an emotion-

centered approach to spirituality places feelings at the core of one’s spiritual life.49 In the words 

of Ware, “it is all heart—combined with the concrete, real-life stuff.”50 People of this style prize 

creativity, expression, and emotion and tend to see God as here and now, a present reality with 

which one can be in relationship. Personal renewal is the goal of this style, which offers faith 

communities “a clear witness of Christianity’s message and power.”51 The aberration of this style 

is pietism, which leads to isolation and an “us versus the world” mentality.52

Music is central to the spirituality of children of this style, which demonstrates what 

many music therapists have known for a number of years: “There an integral link between music 

and spirituality that dates back to the beginning of history. . . . Music is a natural human 

expression of emotion.”53 Each child who expressed this spiritual style demonstrated a strong 

affinity for music and connected musical experiences to feelings of God’s immediate presence. 

Abigail took photos of audio tapes that included recordings of songs that she sings in her 
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church’s children’s programs, she drew pictures of musicians at Northview, and she fondly 

recalled times of musical worship that connected her to God. Owen drew pictures of his church’s 

worship band and he said that what makes Townsend a church is the fact that the people there 

“sing songs about God.” He loves to sit in the services and sense God’s presence through these 

songs. Although his mother spoke of her son’s love for music, Houston demonstrated that music 

is just one of several art-forms that connect children with an emotion-centered spirituality with 

God. As an avid singer, he said, “God feels close to me when I sing into the sanctuary,” but he 

also senses God’s presence through dramatic presentations and plays that the children perform 

for the congregation. Thus, the performing arts in general are vital to stirring the emotions of 

these children, which in turn helps them sense the closeness of the Divine. Music, however, 

seems to be the key art-form for children of this style.

The places where these children hear emotionally-charged music are of central 

importance to them. Whether the children’s church room, the sanctuary, or the choir room, 

spaces in which children hear and engage in musical worship to God are vital for their spiritual 

health. Thus, these children believe that corporate worship—which often stresses affective 

responses to music—is a necessary component of the life of the local church. When these four 

children and I discussed what they felt was important for visitors to know about their 

congregations, most spoke of power of community worship. However, each of their churches has 

a children’s program in which these four children participate in musical worship separate from 

the congregation. While Abigail did not seem to mind this age-segregated approach to Sunday 

services, the other three children of this style told me how much they enjoy the rare moments 
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when they sing and worship with the wider congregation. Thus, churches who wish to nurture 

children of this style do well to include them in the corporate life of the wider congregation, in 

which they can join together with a cloud of witnesses in singing and worshipping God.

All four emotion-centered children identified their church leaders as people who help 

them to feel close to or experience God. Both young people of this style from the Presbyterian 

congregation said that their church’s minister helps them to feel close to God. Through a 

drawing, Houston also identified Lawrence Park’s director of Christian education as an important 

person in his spiritual life. Abigail and Owen both had very fond things to say about their Sunday 

school teachers and the members of their churches’ worship bands. It appears as though all three 

of these churches are doing a fine job of nurturing children of this style, which may not come as 

a surprise when one learns that their children’s programs and activities include times of musical 

worship and emotional experiences with God. However, it raises questions about the roles of 

parents in the spiritual lives of these children. Have churches, with their contemporary curricula 

and professional musical performances, trumped parents in influencing the spirituality of 

emotion-centered children?

Let me summarize what I have found to be key elements of an emotion-centered 

approach to spirituality. Since the power of music to evoke feeling is such a vital component of 

this style, the spaces in which congregations make music are important, and children enjoy 

spending time in these places. Worship also appears to have a central place in the spiritual life of 

these four children, particularly when it focuses on experiencing God through music and the arts. 

Since all three churches involved in my research project emphasize worship during their Sunday 
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services, the children with an emotion-centered spirituality focus on corporate worship as a vital 

characteristic of their congregations and their experiences with God. Those who lead young 

people in affective experiences like corporate worship and times of music are the people who 

have the most impact on nurturing their spiritual lives.

A Symbol-Centered Approach to Spirituality

Popular author and pastor Rob Bell has written that, “The Christian faith is mysterious to 

the core. It is about things and beings that ultimately can’t be put into words. Language fails. 

And if we do definitively put God into words, we have at that very moment made God something 

God is not.”54 For a symbol-centered approach to spirituality, words fall short of describing God 

and spiritual experiences. Any attempt to fully explain God is believed to lose that which is 

precious about God. Thus, people of this style are mystics who hold that God is “more felt that 

spoken” and they often push the boundaries of spirituality, allowing the imagination to run free.55 

It is not surprising, then, that these people often become uncomfortable with organized religion 

and struggle to fit into typical faith communities.56 The extreme form of a symbol-centered 

approach is quietism, which can result in passivity and withdrawal from reality and the world.

It is believed that Gandhi once said, “In the attitude of silence the soul finds the path in a 

clearer light.” This is unquestionably true for the four children of this style—Caleb, Laurie, Ian, 

and Freddy—each of whom value quiet and silence as part of their spiritual experience. 
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Moments of quiet and silence are often moments of solitude. Thus, these children have special 

places where they go to be alone and experience quiet and silence. Caleb will often go to a small 

pond near his home where he engages in a peaceful, transcendental solitude that he found 

difficult to put into words: “Usually I don’t feel peaceful—I feel overworked. . . . I find that [at 

this pond]—I just don’t know why—I just walk in there and I don’t feel like I have to fear 

anything at all.” Laurie likes to quietly sit by a river near her home: “I feel really peaceful there 

and when it’s peaceful it reminds me more of God.”

Along with quiet solitude comes prayer, a quality of this style that is highly valued by 

these children. Ian feels closest to God in his bed because that is where he engages in prayer. In 

his words, “It feels like God is close to me when I’m saying prayers and [my bed is] where I feel 

God the most.” While these children are capable of experiencing God with other people, their 

preference is to be with God in quiet and silent solitude. This is not to say, however, that a 

symbol-centered spirituality is inherently isolating. Rather, many of these children spoke of 

family members—parents, siblings, and grandparents—with whom they experience God. But 

without quiet solitude and private prayer that need not be uttered through words, the spirituality 

of these children cannot reach its full potential.

The natural world is another significant feature of this spiritual style. When I asked 

Laurie to tell me some important things about her spiritual life, she made a point of saying, “I 

also like the animals, but just everywhere, in trees and stuff. So, basically nature.”  Her mother 

verified this: “[Laurie] likes to be outside. She’s kind of a ‘nature nut.’” Ian’s mother also 

expressed this sentiment about her son: “He loves to be outside. He loves going for hikes.” 
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Freddy likes to sit outside in a field near his home, listening to the sounds of nature, the sounds 

of God. Caleb loves animals, so he enjoys sitting near water and watching wildlife in their 

natural settings. Each of these symbol-centered children spoke fondly of the role of nature in 

their spiritual lives, demonstrating, in the words of Dori Baker and Joyce Ann Mercer, that nature 

is “a special locus of divine revelation and a place for humans to encounter God.”57

Since symbol-centered young people enjoy being outdoors, it is not surprising that most 

of them prefer to be in wide, open spaces. Thus, spaces like Sunday school classrooms often 

make these children uncomfortable. Referring to classrooms at her church, Laurie said, “I like 

the big [rooms] because whenever I’m in the little ones I feel all shoved up—like I’m being 

crammed inside of a locker.” Ian also identified his preference for open spaces by placing many 

children and adults outside of the church building during the social mapping exercise so that they 

can have room to move around.

A final important characteristic of this spiritual style is an embrace of the mysteriousness 

of the Divine. This was most poignantly demonstrated by Caleb. He is a lover of all things 

mysterious, especially Stonehenge, ancient Egypt, and the Bermuda Triangle. He recognizes that 

the Bible is filled with mysteries about God, but, in his words, “those mysteries will have to be 

waited for a long time to solve.” Thus, he does not actively seek out answers to mysteries—he is 

content to remain in the realm of the unknown, aware that answers to questions may never come. 

According to him, teachers at church focus on what is known about God, and rarely, if ever, 

wonder about God’s mysteries. He believes that by doing so, “they’re explaining the wrong 
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things.” “I feel like they’re saying that there are no mysteries of [God] . . . when I know there 

are.” In order to satisfy his spirituality, Caleb reads the Bible to reflect upon the enigmatic 

aspects of God, followed by quiet time in his room where he wonders about such things.

To summarize, symbol-centered children value places with plenty of room where they 

can quietly and silently spend time with God. Since they love nature, such places are often 

outside among God’s creation. Although they like to be alone, their family members can be 

strong influences on their spiritual lives. Prayer is a vital practice for these children, which is 

often manifested in quiet, private ways. When it comes to God, they see the value in the 

mysteriousness of the Divine and they can be suspicious of those who seek to explain away all of 

God’s mysteries. It is no wonder, then, that symbol-centered children can struggle to fit into 

organized congregations and regimented, instructional church programs.

An Action-Centered Approach to Spirituality

The final spiritual style is often the least represented, so it is somewhat difficult to 

depict.58 Similar to its symbol-centered neighbor, an action-centered approach to spirituality 

affirms that God and the spiritual life cannot be fully expressed to others. However, this spiritual 

style causes people to do more than pray for the world—they actively seek to transform it.59 In 

the tradition of the prophets and liberation theologians, the transformational goal of this style is 

to change oppressive and harmful aspects of society while stressing God’s love presence, and 
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justice.60 Since action-based people can be impulsive and often avoid being constrained by rules 

and regulations, they tend to care less about organizational and denominational affiliations than 

do people who have spiritual lives characterized by other styles.61 Encratism is the aberration of 

this style. It involves single-minded “tunnel-vision” and often causes people to see those who do 

not express complete support for a cause as outsiders.62

Since Juliet was the only child to express an action-centered spirituality, I could not 

compare her experiences to those of other children of the same style. What I was able to do, 

however, was use her approach to spirituality to discuss what may very well be common 

characteristics of an action-centered approach to spirituality.

Juliet’s spirituality includes a few characteristics that link her to other styles. Like 

mystics, she values an active prayer life, although her prayers are frequently responses to disaster 

and injustice. Juliet also has a strong appreciation of worship expressed through music, likening 

her to emotion-centered spirituality. Finally, the speculative nature of her spiritual style is 

expressed through a focus on the Bible and learning about God—she believes that one of the 

qualities of Lawrence Park Presbyterian Church that defines the space as a church is that, “we 

discuss [God’s] word and what it means.”

When it comes to the critical elements of her dominant spiritual style, three were 

repeatedly manifested. First, Juliet expressed a deep appreciation for her church’s 

intergenerational community, which her mother confirmed by disclosing how much Juliet loves 
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to worship and volunteer alongside a diverse group of Christians. In Juliet’s words, this 

community is important because there are “lots of people that take care of you if anything 

happens.” She can feel safe at her congregation because she has a church family that will take 

action and look out for her if she is in trouble. For her, the value of community is in the actions 

of its members for the betterment of one another.

Second, while she appreciates being cared for, Juliet’s spirituality is most vividly 

expressed through the care she shows to others, especially through acts of social justice. Her 

favorite memory of her church is providing a free meal to homeless people in their downtown 

neighborhood: “I’m helping the homeless and it’s really fun doing it at the same time.” Social 

justice and relief projects are central to the vitality of her spiritual life, for, “[they help] me feel 

close to God because I’m giving to other people.” Furthermore, Juliet has a strong desire to go to 

Africa on a mission trip. Her mother is keenly aware of Juliet’s action-centered approach to 

spirituality, for she told me that, “she’s starting to realize that what she learns [at church] needs 

to have some sort of impact in what she does. And I sit with her and listen to her prayers at night 

and . . . it’s changed a little bit from, you know, ‘Thank you for a mommy who loves me so very 

much’ . . . to ‘Help me to make a difference in the world.’”

For Juliet, being in a local community and acting for the betterment of the world is 

expressed through communion, a ritual which the children and adults at Lawrence Park celebrate 

together. She feels especially connected to God during communion. Even though she sees other 

people chatting or moving around during this special time, Juliet takes time to pray “for what 
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communion’s about.”  For her, Jesus’ sacrifice should not be taken lightly and it influences the 

sacrifices that she makes for the sake of other people.

According to this data, Juliet experiences God through actions of justice, rather than 

through particular places. The people who are part of her church—including her family—have a 

great impact on her spiritual life, for her membership in her church family allows her to feel 

loved and cared for and is physically manifested through intergenerational works and 

communion. While prayer, knowledge, and emotions matter to her, what is most important is 

how they are expressed in acts of compassion and justice that seek to change the world.

As I sought to explore Juliet’s spiritual life, I became fascinated not only with the fact 

that Juliet was the only participant to demonstrate an action-centered approach to spirituality, but 

also that she was the only child of color involved in my research project. Perhaps, as an African 

Canadian, she has experienced social injustice and this motivates her fight for justice in the 

world around her. Maybe she was raised hearing stories about the struggles of her ancestors and 

she refuses to allow other people to treat fellow human beings in such destructive and 

dehumanizing ways. While the research process did not allow me to carefully explore whether or 

not the fact that Juliet is an African Canadian prompts her (consciously or unconsciously) to 

possess and action-centered approach to spirituality, I would be shocked to discover if her 

spiritual life and dominant style was not affected by her race.
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LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

My six-month qualitative research project uncovered fascinating insights about the 

spiritual lives of children. But it is not free of limitations. One limitation is the small scale of the 

sample. I do not fool myself into thinking that these thirteen children (especially Juliet, who 

alone demonstrated an action-centered spirituality) are representative of all children. While their 

experiences open a window to discovering spiritual styles, much more research is needed to gain 

a fuller glimpse of the richness and nuances inherent in each style. Further research might 

include children from different Christian traditions—Catholic, Pentecostal, Mennonite, or 

Nazarene—in order to better understand the four spiritual styles and to gain a sense of the ways 

in which certain traditions might influence children to possess a particular dominant style. For 

example, perhaps the Pentecostal tradition, with an emphasis on emotional responses to the Holy 

Spirit, might be more apt to help children get in touch an emotion-centered spirituality. 

Furthermore, research with children of different religions might yield quite different results. 

Although I suspect that spiritual styles are manifested in the lives of people from several 

religious traditions (as well as those with no religious tradition), research to substantiate this 

suspicion has yet to be performed.

Another limitation is the descriptive nature of this study. Upon witnessing the power of 

the spiritual styles to influence one’s experiences with God and church, I sought to describe key 

characteristics of each style as they were expressed in the lives of these children. I was not able, 

however, to explore questions about just how children’s spiritual styles are influenced by their 

social location and context. I suspect that the theologies, liturgies, rites, and philosophies of 
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particular congregations and traditions might, to a degree, have an effect on which spiritual styles 

are manifested in the lives of children within these communities. I also would not be surprised to 

learn that parents, siblings, friends, and other significant people affect children’s spiritual styles, 

as do culture, race, and social location. After all, Juliet was the only child of color in my sample 

and she was also the only one to possess and action-centered approach to spirituality. Further 

research can focus on understanding the relationships between contexts and styles and whether 

these are relationships of correlation or causation.

A final limitation to this project is the “snapshot” nature of it. The study was conducted 

over six months, which is long enough to get an informed sense of spiritual styles in children, but 

not nearly long enough to understand how styles might shift, morph, and alter as children grow, 

enter adolescence, and eventually reach adulthood. The project was not created to gain a sense of 

the ways in which age might be related to spiritual style. Thus, a longitudinal study is needed to 

answer questions about spiritual styles across the lifespan. Perhaps a study that involves 

interviewing children once every three or four years for the first twenty years of life might shed 

light on how age affects spiritual styles and how styles might transform and change as young 

people grow and develop.
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CONCLUSION

Carl Jung once wrote, “The shoe that fits one person pinches another; there is no recipe 

for living that suits all cases.”63 This is true for those children involved in this study—each 

expressed different ways through which they came to know and experience God. Within this 

diversity, however, four vital spiritual avenues were demonstrated: the path of the intellect, the 

way of the emotions, the journey of mystery, and the road to justice. Thus, congregations and 

organizations that wish to nurture the spirituality of every child within their care do well to take 

into account the different spiritual styles through which they can come to know and experience 

God in real, life-changing ways. This can be done through the activity of including.

Joyce Bellous and I have written that “It is vital that religious and spiritual educators 

create spaces that speak to the whole spectrum of spiritual styles in order for all children to feel a 

sense of inclusion and fit.”64 Children who do not feel a sense of fit, who feel that people with 

their approach to spirituality are not welcome, are at risk of keeping their spiritual experiences 

and sensibilities private, thus robbing others of the richness of spiritual diversity. This certainly 

seemed to be the case for Caleb, who felt like he did not fit in with his church’s children’s 

ministries. Exclusive environments not only put some children in danger of feeling isolated or 

thinking that something is wrong with them; they also deprive young people (and adults) from 

learning from one another about the many ways in which God can be known and experienced. 

Thus, teachers and ministers ought to heed the advice of Bellous:
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Inclusive teachers [and churches] provide for the study of words, so that children 
become precise and make cognitive gains; offer opportunities to learn through 
feeling and open up occasions for telling personal stories and explaining what 
they mean, using the arts; allow time for silence, wonderment and imagination to 
set the agenda for interpreting experience; and bring children into settings where 
they can take specific, focused action aimed at improving the world.65

Of course, these words do not apply only to ministry with children. People of all 

ages express themselves through spiritual styles, so ministry with all people ought to be 

inclusive of every spiritual style.

If an environment with such a balanced tension exists, children will be more likely to 

develop what Holmes refers to as a sensible and sensitive spirituality: “‘Sensibility’ defines for 

us that sensitivity to the ambiguity of styles of prayer [and spirituality] and the possibilities for a 

creative dialogue within the person and within the community as it seeks to understand the 

experience of God and its meaning for our world.”66 Such balanced sensitivity is a mark of 

churches that provide spaces for children of all spiritual styles to freely express and their 

spirituality and to have authentic encounters with God.
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