
As a psychologist interested in
the integration of psycholog y
and re l i gi o n , I decided to re a d

the classic work in this are a , Wi l l i a m
Ja m e s ’s The Va rieties of Religi o u s
E x p e ri e n c e. In this wo r k , Ja m e s ,o n e
of the greatest A m e rican psycholo-
gi s t s ,d e s c ribes and contrasts two types
of re l i gious styles or characteri s t i c
ways of experiencing one’s re l i gi o n .
The first style he describes as a re l i-
gious person who has “the tendency
to view things optimistically.”
A c c o rding to Ja m e s , a person charac-
t e rized by this style deals with the
p a i n ,d e a t h , and meaninglessness of life
by “setting his scores with the more
evil aspects of the unive rse by system-
atically declining to lay them to
h e a rt .” By contrast, the other style of
re l i gious experience James describes is
c h a r a c t e rized by “the persuasion that
the evil aspects of our life are of its
ve ry essence.” This person is acutely
awa re of the evil in the world and the
meaninglessness so perva s ive in our
l ive s .O bv i o u s l y, these styles have ve ry
d i f f e rent views of each other.
A c c o rding to Ja m e s , the more melan-
choly style views the optimistic style
as “ blind and shallow ” w h e reas the
melancholy style is seen by the other
as sick or “ d i s e a s e d .”

Ja m e s ’ contrast of styles re s o n a t e d
with me because I identified with the
m o re “ m e l a n c h o l y ” type of Ja m e s ’s
d i c h o t o my. I have often felt that when
I shared intimately with people con-
c e rning my spiritual journ ey they per-
c e ived that there was something
“ w ro n g ” with me, although no one
ever dared label my spiritual life as
“ d i s e a s e d .” And ye t , despite the re a c-
tions I re c e ive d , I felt I had a ve ry

s t rong and dynamic spiritual wa l k . I just
e x p e rienced my relationship with God in
a different way. H oweve r, the more I
s h a re d , the more I found others who
identified with me. O n c e, when I share d
my spiritual experience with an adult
class at churc h ,D a rryl T i p p e n s , the leader
of the class, s h a red with me the name of
an author and his book, M a rtin Mart y ’s A
C ry of A b s e n c e : Reflections for the
Winter of the Heart , who labeled these
styles as “ S u m m e r ” and “ Wi n t e r ”
C h ri s t i a n s .

SU M M E R A N D WI N T E R CH R I S T I A N S

Although I have not read Mart y ’s
b o o k , the terms “ Wi n t e r ” and “ S u m m e r ”
C h ristian resonated with me.
I m m e d i a t e l y, some of my longstanding
but loosely associated ideas and re f l e c-
tions snapped into place. On my ow n , I
began to describe these styles in some
d e t a i l .My data set was simply all the peo-
ple I had ever met who had shared their
faith story with me.What follows are my
p e rsonal thoughts on the Summer ve rs u s
Winter Christian distinction and some of
the implications this distinction might
h ave for church life.

To describe these two styles I want to
m a ke a series of contrasts. O bv i o u s l y, by
making these contrasts it will seem that
the distinction is either/or with no one
falling in betwe e n . That is not the case
and I will, after making these contrasts,
offer some clari f i c a t i o n s .H oweve r, s t a rt-
ing with contrasts is useful in distinguish-
ing the Summer and Winter types.

For my first contrast, I have selected
what I think are prototypical scri p t u re s
which sum up the experience of the
Summer and Winter Chri s t i a n . For the
Summer Christian I have selected
Philippians 4:13: “I can do all things
t h rough Christ who strengthens me.”
This ve rse captures the upbeat optimism
of the Summer Chri s t i a n ; it also capture s
their experience of victory and delive r-
a n c e.

For the Winter Christian I have
selected Job 13:15:“Though He slay me,
yet will I hope in Him.”Although I have
seen Philippians 4:13 on many a poster,
T- s h i rt , and bumper sticke r, I have neve r
seen “Though He slay me,yet will I hope

in Him” on a coffee mu g . The ve rse is
odd in that it casts relationship with God
as almost antagonistic in nature.Ye t ,t h i s
ve rse captures so well the experience of
the Winter Chri s t i a n . To clari f y, I think
these ve rses provide a contrast as to the
object of the Chri s t i a n ’s stru g g l e. I n
Philippians 4:13 the implied object of
s t ruggle is the World and God is seen as a
s o u rce of support in our struggles with
the Wo r l d . For the Winter Chri s t i a n ,a s
seen in Job 13:15, the object of stru g g l e
is with God Himself. This is not to say
that Winter Christians do not see or
engage in the spiritual wa r fa re aro u n d
t h e m , rather it is to say that much of their
s p i ritual journ ey invo l ves stru g g l i n g
d i rectly with God. If I had to give a
motto for the Summer and Wi n t e r
C h ristians I would use the motto
“ Walking with God” for the Summer
C h ristian experience and the motto
“ W restling with God” for the Wi n t e r
C h ristian experi e n c e. To further make
this contrast, if I had to select a Bibl i c a l
moment to describe the Summer and
Winter Christian experi e n c e s , for the
Summer Christian I would select Dav i d ’s
j oyous dance before the Ark of the
C ovenant as it re t u rned to Je ru s a l e m .
This scene seems to capture the joy and
r a p t u re in the presence of God that
Summer Christians so often (but not
a lways as I will clarify later) feel. By con-
t r a s t , the Winter Christian experi e n c e
seems best captured by Ja c o b ’s eve n i n g
long struggle with God. It should be
clear now that Winter Christians wo u l d
see Ja c o b ’s wrestling with God and wa l k-
ing away from that struggle a wo u n d e d
p e rson as a metaphor for their faith expe-
ri e n c e.

A second contrast between Summer
and Winter Christians re g a rds their
p r ayer experi e n c e s . For the most part , I
would characterize Summer Christians as
“ p r ayer wa rri o rs .”This follows from what
I have just said in that, t h rough praye r,
Summer Christians have a powerful con-
nection with God’s power to do battle
with the spiritual forces of Evil. Wi n t e r
C h ristians have a different experience in
p r aye r. Gethsemane is the model for
Winter Christian praye r. Wi n t e r
C h ristians do not often engage in peti-

t i o n a ry praye r. T h ey are often uneasy
with making requests of God (there are a
va riety of reasons for this). R a t h e r,
Winter Christians use prayer to confro n t
and struggle with God. P r ayer is the most
common place where their “ w re s t l i n g
with God” o c c u rs .

One reason Summer and Wi n t e r
C h ristians differ in prayer experience is
that they often view God’s activity in the
world in different way s . S u m m e r
C h ristians see God as ve ry concern e d
with and invo l ved in the details of our
l ive s . C o n s e q u e n t l y, t h ey may re q u e s t
signs or interventions from God in a
va riety of life circumstances from selling
a house to deciding which school to send
the kids to. Winter Christians stru g g l e
with such re q u e s t s , but not because they
b e l i eve that God doesn’t care or cannot
a c t .R a t h e r,Winter Christians wonder if
God has a specific will in each and eve ry
c i rc u m s t a n c e.The re s u l t , as I have men-
t i o n e d , is that prayer becomes a stru g g l e
as Winter Christians wrestle with the
ve ry act of making certain petitions to
G o d .

A third contrast invo l ves the fa i t h
e x p e rience itself. Summer Chri s t i a n s
h ave a sense of assurance and conv i c t i o n
w h e reas Winter Christians are more
d o u b t - f i l l e d . In fa c t , doubt and uncer-
tainty may be the central experience of
the Winter Chri s t i a n . H oweve r, do not
m i s t a ke this as a lack of fa i t h .R a t h e r, f o r
the Winter Christian faith cannot exist
unless doubt is pre s e n t .T h ey are two
sides of the same coin.

This difference in faith experi e n c e
affects how Winter and Summer
C h ristians view Bible study. For Summer
C h ri s t i a n s , the Bible is clear in its teach-
ings and dire c t ive s .Winter Chri s t i a n s , by
c o n t r a s t , find the Bible ve ry perp l e x i n g .
Summer Christians see the Bible as
b e d ro c k : if you dig you will eve n t u a l l y
hit the foundations of Tru t h . Wi n t e r
C h ristians see the Bible as an onion: t h e
m o re laye rs you peel the more laye rs yo u
f i n d .These contrasting views of the Bibl e
affect how we each judge an effective
B i ble class or serm o n . S u m m e r
C h ristians feel that study should have re s-
o l u t i o n ,a n swe rs , and applications.Wi n t e r
C h ristians feel that study leads not to
conclusions but to deeper and deeper
q u e s t i o n s .

F i n a l l y, Summer and Wi n t e r
C h ristians differ in their emotional expe-
ri e n c e s . For the Summer Chri s t i a n , j oy
and peace pre d o m i n a t e. For the Wi n t e r
C h ri s t i a n , their doubts and questions
l e ave them uneasy. T h ey experience joy
but often against a background of sad-
n e s s . This mix of positive and negative
emotions is difficult to explain in wo rd s ,
but it seems to be a common experi e n c e
for Winter Chri s t i a n s .

IS T H E R ES O M E T H I N GW RO N GW I T H

WI N T E R CH R I S T I A N S?
After hearing the descriptions of

Summer and Winter Christians some
re a d e rs might be thinking, “Is there
something wrong with the Wi n t e r
C h ri s t i a n s ? ”That is, can a spiritual jour-
n ey characterized by wrestling with God
and doubt be healthy? A re n ’t these peo-
ple displaying a lack of faith? The answe r
is no. I personally know spiritual gi a n t s
who are Summer Chri s t i a n s , and I know
s p i ritual giants who are Wi n t e r
C h ri s t i a n s .Winter Christians are some of
the most faith-filled people I know. It is
only in the experience of faith where
Summer and Winter Christians differ,n o t
in the quantity or quality of fa i t h . Ye s ,
people in the midst of faith struggles will
h ave Winter Christian characteri s t i c s .B u t
you can tell the difference by their fru i t s .
Winter Christians are not caught up in
some existential cri s i s ,t h ey are active fol-
l owe rs of Jesus Chri s t .
SI T UAT I O NA L O RD I S P O S I T I O NA L?

Is the Summer/Winter distinction a
p roduct of intrinsic differences among us
(our dispositions) or the product of our
life experiences? The answer is both.We
all go through periods of summer and
winter in our spiritual live s . Life eve n t s
can also have lasting effects on our fa i t h
j o u rn ey. I know many people who, a f t e r
c e rtain difficult life experi e n c e s ,
“ b e c a m e ” Winter Christian in ori e n t a-
t i o n . These people did not lose their
fa i t h , but their faith experience did
c h a n g e.Ye t , despite the effects of life cir-
cumstance upon us, I do think there are
i n t rinsic differe n c e s . Some of us seem to
be more inclined to be Summer or
Winter re g a rdless of life circ u m s t a n c e s .

IS I TR E A L LY E I T H E R/O R?
Can people really be classified as
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either purely Summer or Winter? I doubt
i t . Ye s , t h e re may be “ p u re types” o u t
t h e re, but most of us are complex mixe s
of the two. S o, for fun, h e re is a continu-
u m :

S u m m e r — S p ring (mostly Summer
with a touch of Winter)—Fall (mostly
Winter with a touch of Summer)—
Wi n t e r. I think most of the people I
k n ow are somew h e re in the middle:
S p ring and Fall Chri s t i a n s .

IM P L I CAT I O N S

T h e re is something fun about think-
ing about and classifying ours e l ve s , fa m i-
ly and friends as either Summer or
Wi n t e r. H oweve r, if this is all we did it
would be an entertaining but largely use-
less exe rc i s e. I had a deeper goal in mind
in offering these descri p t i o n s . I wanted to
m a ke this distinction because I see many
ways in which an understanding of the
d ive rsity among us could be put to good
u s e.

F i rs t , for all you Winter Christians out
t h e re, you have a home at churc h .You are
not alone and your faith walk is not
a b n o rmal or “ d i s e a s e d .”Ye s ,c h u rches can
often seem like Summer re s o rt s , but there
a re many Winter Christians who can
identify and resonate with your spiri t u a l
j o u rn ey. So open up and share.You have
a community that understands yo u .

S e c o n d , Summer and Wi n t e r
C h ristians may have married each other.
Although you knew each other to be
people of fa i t h , little did you know that
your experiences of faith would differ so
m a r ke d l y. I unders t a n d . Jana (my wife and
a Summer Christian) and I (the Wi n t e r
C h ristian) had a lot of things to work out
in this re g a rd during our early ye a rs of
m a rri a g e. For one example, we often had
t ro u ble praying together as a couple. O u r
faith experience and, c o n s e q u e n t l y, o u r
p r ayer experi e n c e s , we re so different that
it was difficult to find common gro u n d .
To be bl u n t , we had tro u ble agreeing on
the actual prayer re q u e s t s . For instance,
l e t ’s say a couple, one Summer the other
Wi n t e r, we re offered two job opport u n i-
t i e s .O bv i o u s l y, t h ey would want to pray
about this as a couple. Although the
Summer Christian might pray for a sign
f rom God as to which job to choose, t h e
Winter Christian might not feel com-
f o rt a ble with that type of request and
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wa n t , r a t h e r, to spend the prayer time
w restling with God over the issue.Is any-
one wrong in this instance? I don’t think
s o. But these different faith experi e n c e s
can be a source of tension and potential
conflict in marri a g e s .B eyond praye r, t h ey
might like different Bible classes,d i f f e re n t
c h u rc h e s ,d i f f e rent small gro u p s , and dif-
f e rent wo rship styles. The list can get
quite long. H oweve r, by unders t a n d i n g
these differences and the spiritual styles
that generate them, we can move towa rd
accepting each other as having differe n t
but legitimate spiritual journ ey s . In the
end we may be able to avoid a lot of mis-
e ry and misunders t a n d i n g .

T h i rd l y, I see implications for churc h
l e a d e rs and teachers . I have seen a lot of
tension build in Bible classes when
Winter and Summer Christians clash. I
h ave seen Winter Christian teachers leave
Summer Christian classes wholly unsatis-
f i e d . No answe rs we re offere d , no appli-
c a t i o n s , just a lot of perplexing questions.
I have also seen Summer Christian teach-

e rs upset by Winter Christian questions
that seem too off topic or philosophical.
This tension is unfort u n a t e. Te a c h e rs
should realize that there is a dive rsity of
faith experiences re p resented in their
c l a s s e s .A “one size fits all” lesson leaves a
lot of people unsatisfied. A similar issue
applies to church leaders .S p i ritual coun-
sel must be mu l t i faceted and hit people
w h e re they live. U n re f l e c t ive Wi n t e r
C h ristian leaders may upset Summer
C h ristian sheep and vice ve rs a .

F i n a l l y, we are hearing people con-
c e rned about the postmodern age we are
l iving in and how churches will reach a
generation raised in this era. I think that
Winter Christians are a part of our
a n swe r.The doubts and concerns that are
raised by postmodern pers p e c t ives are
familiar to Winter Chri s t i a n s . If anyo n e
can speak to finding faith in a postmod-
e rn age,Winter Christians can.The testi-
m o ny of Winter Christians may be the
perfect weapon in our battle to connect
with a postmodern culture.

CO N C L U S I O N

The thing I think about the most
when I contemplate the Summer and
Winter Christian experiences is the need
for honesty and acceptance in our
c h u rc h e s .O ver the ye a rs I have come to
be convinced that there is great dive rs i t y
among us. Each of us experiences God in
wonderfully unique way s . Too often,
h oweve r, we hide those experi e n c e s
thinking others will find us odd or
a b n o rm a l . To reduce this sense of alien-
ation we need to become more transpar-
e n t . But this will not happen until we
c reate a climate of acceptance in our
c h u rches and stop expecting a “one size
fits all” C h ri s t i a n i t y.We don’t need a cli-
m a t e - c o n t rolled church where eve ryo n e
is the same temperature. God is so mu c h
larger than any one faith experi e n c e. A s
i n d iv i d u a l s , we are only one part of the
s t o ry, o r, to keep with the metaphor, o n e
among many seasons of fa i t h .
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