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Abstract This paper extends research on images ofGod,which prior researchers based

mostly on national survey data, to a study of offenders in prison. We first explore

whether the distribution of Froese andBader’s (America’s four gods:Whatwe say about

god–& what that says about us, Oxford University Press, New York 2010) four images

of God among prison inmates is similar to that in the general population. We then

examine whether an inmate’s image of God is associatedwith the inmate’s worldviews:

beliefs and attitudes toward the law, other inmates, moral responsibility, and ultimate

meaning and purpose in life. Finally, we test whether an inmate’s belief in a forgiving

God and religiousness explain the association.We analyzed data from a survey of 2249

inmates at America’s largest maximum-security prison, the Louisiana State Peniten-

tiary. We found the distribution of God-images among inmates was the same as that in

national samples in terms of rank order. As hypothesized,we also found inmateswith an

image of an engaged God tended to report lower levels of legal cynicism and sense of

illegitimacy of punishment and higher levels of collective efficacy, existential belief,

andmoral responsibility than thosewith images of a disengagedGod or noGod. Finally,

we found an inmate’s belief in a forgiving God and religiousness to mediate partly

relationships between images of God and the inmate’s worldviews.
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Introduction

In their book America’s Four Gods, Froese and Bader (2010) explored how

Americans view God in terms of the extent to which God judges and interacts with

the world and proposed a typology. They identified four images of God based on an

individual’s belief in God’s judgment and engagement: Authoritative, Benevolent,

Critical, and Distant God. They also examined whether the images of God help

explain social and political divisions as well as cultural diversity in America using

nationally representative data and found one’s image of God to be associated with

the one’s worldview indicated by various beliefs and attitudes. Other studies based

on different datasets tended to report similar findings (e.g., Froese and Bader 2008;

Johnson et al. 2015; Schreiber and Edward 2015; Unnever et al. 2006).

Unlike prior research conducted mostly based on a national sample of adults, the

present study examines offenders in a maximum-security prison to see whether the

image of God and its relationships with beliefs and attitudes are different among

prison inmates, whose religion criminologists study in relation to their rehabilitation

and identity transformation (e.g., Johnson 2011; Maruna 2001). Besides the

applicability of the image of God concept to the offender population, it is worth

studying the concept’s relevance to offender rehabilitation and correctional policy.

We first explore whether the distribution of the four images of God among prison

inmates tends to be similar to that in the general public. We then examine whether

an inmate’s God-image is associated with the inmate’s beliefs and attitudes. Finally,

we test whether the inmate’s belief in a forgiving God and religiousness explain the

associations.

For empirical examination, we analyze data from an anonymous survey of 2249

inmates at America’s largest maximum-security prison, the Louisiana State

Penitentiary (a.k.a. Angola). The survey included items asking inmates about their

images of God; religiousness (i.e., religious participation, practice, relationship with

God, and coping); and views on the law, other inmates, moral responsibility, and

meaning and purpose in life. It also included questions about sociodemographic and

criminal backgrounds for which we controlled to test our hypotheses. We applied

latent-variable structural equation modeling to analyze data from the survey. This

paper begins with a summary of Froese and Bader’s (2010) thesis and findings,

followed by a review of prior research on images of God before explaining our

research questions. We then describe our data and measures, present results, and

discuss implications of our findings.

Images of God in America

For those who believe in the existence of God, God is an important source of their

worldview as God is their ‘‘generalized other’’ (Mead 1934). As a result, a person’s

cognitive schema of image of God is likely to affect his or her beliefs and attitudes

as well as religiousness. For Froese and Bader (2010), two key factors help us

understand an individual’s conception of God: the extent to which God judges and

engages with the world. Using these two dimensions of belief in God’s character,
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they proposed a typology of ‘‘America’s four Gods,’’ or images of God, constructed

based on nationally representative data from the 2005 and 2007 Baylor Religion

Survey: Authoritative (both engaged and judgmental), Benevolent (engaged but

nonjudgmental), Critical (disengaged but judgmental), and Distant God (disengaged

and nonjudgmental).

Froese and Bader (2010) began with exploring whether a person’s background

characteristics, demographic and religious, were associated with the person’s image of

God and found a complicated set of background variables (e.g., age, sex, race, religious

affiliation, etc.) were related to different images of God. Controlling for background,

Froese and Bader (2010) examined whether different beliefs in God’s judgment and

engagement were related to religious involvement and various attitudes. First, they

found believers in an Authoritative God and a Benevolent God were more likely to

describe themselves as ‘‘religious’’ and attend churchmore often than those believing in

aCritical orDistantGod. In addition, believers in anAuthoritativeGodweremore likely

to be biblical literalists, whereas those believing in a Critical or Distant God were less

likely, with belief in a Benevolent God unrelated to biblical literalism.

Next, in terms of moral opposition to premarital and extramarital sex and gay

marriage, believers in anAuthoritative Godwere themost likely to be absolutist. Their

moral absolutism was perhaps in part because of belief in the existence of evil (i.e., a

clear distinction between right and wrong) unlike skeptics of evil or moral relativists

who tended to believe in a disengaged God. Although believers in a Benevolent God

held a moral stance closer to their peers believing in an Authoritative than Critical or

Distant God, they tended to focus on the good that God brings rather than the existence

of evil. Similarly, believers in an Authoritative God were the most negative toward

abortion across various conditions, followed by believers in a Benevolent, Critical,

andDistantGod.On the other hand,while thosewith an engagedGod (Authoritative or

Benevolent) were more compassionate toward the sick and needy than those with a

disengagedGod (Critical or Distant), believers in an Authoritative God tended to view

tragedies in life as God’s warning to sinners, unlike the others. Besides the four images

of God, Froese and Bader (2010: 71) examined a fifth view, noGod, held by thosewho

were certain that God did not exist, and found the atheists to ‘‘closely resemble

believers in a Distant God in their [moral] attitudes and… occupy a more tolerant end

of the American moral continuum.’’

As an alternative to comparisons among the image-of-God groups, Froese and

Bader (2010) analyzed the data using multi-item scales of God’s judgment and

God’s engagement as separate variables, and the results were generally consistent

with the group comparison findings. Both scales were related positively to absolutist

opposition to gay marriage (i.e., ‘‘always wrong’’) and inversely to belief that

people were homosexual by nature, whereas the perceived level of God’s judgment

increased the probability of believing that homosexuality was a choice, though

perception of God’s engagement did not. God’s engagement and, to a lesser extent,

God’s judgment were positively related to belief that abortion was ‘‘always wrong’’

(as opposed to ‘‘almost always wrong,’’ ‘‘only wrong sometimes,’’ and ‘‘not wrong

at all’’ combined) under various circumstances.

In sum, not surprisingly, believers in an engaged God were more likely to

identify themselves as religious and attend church more often than believers in a
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disengaged God and atheists. Believers in an engaged God were also more likely to

be moral absolutists than believers in a disengaged God with believers in an

Authoritative God and those in a Critical God being the most and the least likely,

respectively, and atheists being not different from believers in a Distant God (i.e.,

Authoritative[Benevolent[Critical[Distant God & No God).

Prior Research

Several studies based on the 2005 or 2007 Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) data

examined another aspect of God’s character, loving God, which Froese and Bader

(2010) do without for their construction of typology based on a finding that a loving

God was an almost universal view in America, according to national surveys of the

United States. Focusing on Christians and Jews who had no doubt about the

existence of God, Mencken et al. (2009) found those who saw God as loving to be

more likely to trust their neighbors, coworkers, and other people, including atheists,

than their peers who saw God as judgmental.1 Examining the same data Mencken

et al. (2009) analyzed, however, Hinze et al. (2011) found the same measure of a

loving God image was not related to trust in Muslims, while that of a judgmental

God was inversely related.2 Similarly, Bader et al. (2010) found angry and

judgmental images of God to be associated positively with favorable attitudes

toward harsher punishment for criminals but the images of a loving and engaged

God to be generally unrelated.3 Finally, Stroope et al. (2013) found the image of a

loving God to be positively associated with a respondent’s subjective sense of

meaning that his or her life had a real purpose.

Two other studies that did not include the image of a loving God in their analysis

using the BRS data examined relationships the judgmental and engaged God images

had with volunteering behavior and attitudes toward same-sex relationships.

Mencken and Fitz’s (2013) study revealed that religious adherents with an image of

a judgmental God were more likely to volunteer for their community through their

place of worship rather than independently of it. Whitehead (2014) found God’s

judgment and engagement were both unrelated to attitudes toward same-sex civil

unions or same-sex marriage, controlling for relevant predictors of the dependent

variable such as traditional gender roles and masculine image of God, which were

both inversely related to the support as anticipated (see also Whitehead 2012).

Findings from other survey data tend to be consistent with those based on the

BRS data. Based on the 1998 International Social Survey Program data from eight

(including the United States) of 32 participating countries, Froese and Bader (2008)

reported that individuals with beliefs in God’s personal engagement and

1 Their measure of loving God tapped the character of ‘‘forgiving,’’ ‘‘friendly,’’ and ‘‘kind’’ as well as

‘‘loving.’’
2 Mencken et al. (2009) and Hinze et al. (2011) labeled Froese and Bader’s (2010) judgmental God as

‘‘angry God.’’
3 Bader et al. (2010) constructed two variables using Froese and Bader’s (2010) six items of God’s

judgment: ‘‘God’s anger’’ (2 items of God being ‘‘angered by human sins’’ and ‘‘angered by my sins’’)

and ‘‘God’s judgment’’ (4 items of whether adjectives ‘‘critical,’’ ‘‘punishing,’’ ‘‘severe,’’ and ‘‘wrathful’’

apply to God).
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authoritative character were most likely to be moral absolutists. Analyzing pooled

data from the 1991 and 1998 General Social Survey (GSS), they also found

individuals who view God as being authoritarian and actively involved in the world

tended not only to be biblical literalists and church attenders but also restrictive on

abortion and sexual morality (Bader and Froese 2005). Using the same pooled data,

Froese et al. (2008) found an image of a wrathful God was related positively to

intolerant attitudes toward members of particular groups (e.g., atheists and

homosexuals), consistent with Mencken et al. (2009) and Hinze et al. (2011) that

the image of angry God was inversely related to trust in other people. In addition, a

punitive image of God was associated positively with support for harsher

punishment of criminals including death penalty, whereas a personal relationship

with a loving God and a gracious image of God were associated with support for

their rehabilitation (Applegate et al. 2000; Unnever et al. 2005, 2006).4

The Present Study

Our literature review revealed that previous researchers have not studied Froese and

Bader’s (2010) four images of God in relation to religiousness and worldview

outcomes (i.e., beliefs and attitudes). Thus, first, we intend to address this gap in

research, not only comparing the four images of God but also examining a

judgmental and engaged God as separate variables. Next, this study intends to

contribute to the literature by testing the God-image concept’s applicability to a

particular group of individuals other than the general population by analyzing data

collected from a sample of offenders in a maximum-security prison (see the next

section for a description of this study’s research site). By expanding the scope of the

concept’s empirical test, our study of inmates allowed us to see whether the

distribution of images of God and/or their associations with the image-holder’s

beliefs and attitudes tend to differ when people are in a harsh environment (a

maximum-security prison), compared to an ordinary one.

For example, depending on whether a majority of offenders in prison are

remorseful or not, the proportion of those believing in an engaged (especially, a

Benevolent God) or disengaged God (i.e., a Critical or Distant God) is likely to be

larger than what was the case with the general population as the remorseful are

likely to seek God’s loving and forgiving response to their repentance, whereas the

remorseless might take their hardship as the evidence that an uncaring and

judgmental God punishes them. In addition, to the extent that views on God’s

character among offenders are more categorical (e.g., either God loves or punishes

as opposed to loving God who punishes) than among non-offenders, relationships

4 While based on non-survey data, two other studies are worth mentioning. First, Johnson et al. (2015)

developed scales measuring personal representations of God as Authoritarian, Benevolent, Controlling,

and Loving, and found Authoritarian God was related positively to an individual’s priority value of power

and security, while Benevolent and Loving God related positively to conformity, tradition, and

benevolence, which were all inversely related to Controlling God. Second, studying the impact of a breast

cancer diagnosis on their image of God, Schreiber and Edward (2015) found that those who believed in

highly engaged God showed altruistic behaviors such as transformational life changes in self and others,

whereas those believers in less engaged God showed egocentric behaviors like attitudinal changes only in

self.
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involving images of God are expected to be stronger in the prison than general

population. Finally, if we find images of God among offenders to be inversely

related to criminogenic beliefs and attitudes and positively to prosocial ones, our

findings may have practical implications for offender rehabilitation.

To actualize these potential contributions, we first calculate the distribution of

images of God among prison inmates and compare it with what was found in the

general population to see whether they are different and, if so, how. We then

examine relationships between an inmate’s image of God and the inmate’s

religiousness and worldview outcomes including beliefs and attitudes toward the

law, moral responsibility, other inmates, and meaning and purpose in life, which are

likely to be associated with the inmate’s behaviors, like infractions in prison and

reoffending after release from prison. While comparing the distribution of image of

God between this and previous studies is exploratory since it is hard to predict one

way or the other, we propose the following (in)equalities as working hypotheses.

First, according to Froese and Bader (2010) and other studies, inmates with an

engaged (Authoritative and Benevolent) God are more likely to be religious than

those with a disengaged (Critical and Distant) God, whereas we expect atheist

inmates, by definition, to be the least religious of all. In addition, based on Froese

and Bader’s (2008) finding that perception of God’s engagement, but not God’s

judgment, was related positively to church attendance, religious experience, and

sharing faith with others, we expect inmates with a Benevolent God to be more

religious than those with an Authoritative God. Among inmates with a disengaged

God, we expect inmates with a Critical God to be somewhat more religious than

those with a Distant God because the former are likely to see God as critical of and

angered by their sins (including a lack of religiousness) and punishing them unlike

the latter, to whom God seems so far removed.

As explained in the next section, we operationalize an inmate’s religiousness by

the number of congregations the inmate attended in the prison (or, in short,

congregational participation), religiosity (closeness to God and frequency of

religious service attendance, prayer, and reading a sacred text), and positive and

negative religious coping. We hypothesize the rank order of Benevolent[Author-

itative[Critical[Distant[No God for all but one indicators of religiousness.

The exception concerns negative religious coping, where the direction of inequality

is reversed because it is the opposite of positive religious coping: that is,

Benevolent\Authoritative\Critical\Distant\No God.

Second, while we include an inmate’s belief in a loving God in our analysis

partly as a control variable in examining the fourfold typology of belief in God as

Froese and Bader (2010) did, we also propose it as an outcome of the images of

God. That is, we expect inmates with an engaged God to be more likely to believe in

a loving God than those with a disengaged God. Among the former, those with a

Benevolent God are more likely than their peers with an Authoritative God to

believe in a loving God because a Benevolent God is likely to be perceived to be

more consistent with a loving God than a judgmental God is. On the other hand,

among inmates with a disengaged God, we expect that inmates believing in a God

who cares enough to be judgmental (a Critical God) are more likely to believe in a

loving God than those believing in a God who does not seem even to care to be
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judgmental (a Distant God). Atheists who do not even believe in the existence of

God are the least likely to have the image of loving God. In sum, we hypothesize the

rank order of Benevolent[Authoritative[Critical[Distant[No God.

Third, we expect differences in beliefs and attitudes toward the law and the

perception of moral responsibility among inmates who hold different images of

God. For beliefs and attitudes toward the law, we examine legal cynicism (Sampson

and Bartusch 1998) and perceived illegitimacy of punishment (Tyler 2003). Legal

cynicism concerns whether (1) there are right and wrong ways to make money, (2) a

person has to live for today, and (3) laws are made to be broken, whereas perceived

illegitimacy of punishment whether inmates believe they are doing more time than

deserved or serving time for a crime they did not commit. On the other hand, the

perception of moral responsibility is the extent that an inmate agrees that the

behavior that resulted in incarceration is wrong and admits that s/he is morally

responsible for the offense.

We hypothesize inmates with an engaged God to have more conventional beliefs

and attitudes toward the law and moral responsibility than those with a disengaged

God based on prior research (Bader et al. 2010; Froese and Bader 2010). Among

inmates with an engaged God, however, it is difficult to predict whether those with a

Benevolent God are more or less likely to be cynical toward the law and to perceive

punishment to be illegitimate than those with an Authoritative God. Therefore, we

hypothesize no significant difference in legal cynicism and illegitimacy of

punishment between the two groups. For moral responsibility, on the other hand,

we expect inmates with a judgmental God to show higher levels of moral

responsibility than those with a non-judgmental God because inmates with a

judgmental God are more likely to be moral absolutists than those with a non-

judgmental God (Froese and Bader 2010).

Fourth, since the image of a judgmental or angry God tends to be inversely

related to trust and care for other people (Hinze et al. 2011; Mencken et al. 2009;

Mencken and Fitz 2013), we expect inmates with a Benevolent God to have a more

positive view on other inmates, like being trustworthy and willing to help others,

than those with an engaged but judgmental God (i.e., an Authoritative God) in terms

of the dimension of cohesion and trust of collective efficacy (Sampson et al. 1997).

Between the two groups of believers of a judgmental God, inmates with an

Authoritative God are expected to have a positive view on other inmates relative to

those with a Critical God because they believe that God is positive toward them,

being judgmental but concerned with their personal well-being, which is likely to

lead them to hold a relatively positive view on other inmates. On the other hand, we

have little basis to predict inequality between the two groups of inmates with a

disengaged God, that is, a Critical versus Distant God.

Fifth, we expect inmates with an engaged God (who is concerned with their

personal well-being and directly involved in what happens to them) to believe in the

ultimate meaning and purpose in life compared to those with a disengaged God

because the belief in God’s concern and care for them provides a basis for the

meaning and purpose of their existence as well as a reason for living. Between the

two groups of engaged-God believers, we hypothesize that inmates with a

Benevolent God are somewhat more likely to have the existential belief than those
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with an Authoritative God given that images of a loving God, which is closer to the

image of a Benevolent than Authoritative God, tend to be positively associated with

a sense of meaning in life (Stroope et al. 2013). Since we have little substantive

ground to establish inequality between inmates with a Critical God and those with a

Distant God, we hypothesize no significant difference in their existential belief

between the two groups of inmates with a disengaged God, whether they believe in

a Critical or Distant God.

Finally, what should we expect about atheist inmates’ worldviews with respect to

beliefs and attitudes toward the law, moral responsibility, other inmates, and

meaning and purpose in life compared to those who believe in God?

According to philosopher Evans (2013), atheists are more likely than not to reject

objective morality as they reject God, the source of moral absolutes. While some

believe in an objective moral order,5 he suggests, atheists tend to believe in moral

relativism, primarily either moral nihilism (e.g., Nietzsche) or anti-realism that

denies the possibility of moral propositions being true or false at all or sees the

propositions as expressing an attitude toward an object of evaluation (expressivism)

or as a disguised prescription of how to behave. Other philosophers, however, argue

that genuine morality does not require the existence of God but can be grounded

upon atheism as posited in an ‘‘ideal observer’’ theory6 (e.g., Martin 2002).

Similarly, philosophers have debated whether the ultimate meaning and purpose in

life is possible without God. Many theists, and even some atheists (e.g., Bertrand

Russell and J. L. Mackie), assume that if God does not exist, then life becomes

ultimately meaningless, whereas atheists argue not only that meaning and purpose

in life does not require the existence of God but also that God is not necessary for

life to have meaning (e.g., Martin 2002; Megill and Linford 2016). Although theistic

views are prominent in the philosophical literatures on objective morality and

ultimate meaning in life and thus could be used as the basis of our hypotheses, we

decided to explore group differences in legal cynicism, perceived illegitimacy of

punishment, moral responsibility, and existential belief by proposing no difference

between atheist inmates and those believing in God. We did the same for collective

efficacy given the lack of empirical research on inmates’ beliefs and attitudes

toward others in prison.

In sum, we hypothesize the following (in)equalities for an inmate’s worldview.

• Legal cynicism and illegitimacy of punishment: (Benevolent & Authorita-

tive\Critical & Distant God) & No God

• Collective efficacy and existential belief: (Benevolent[Authoritative[Criti-

cal & Distant God) & No God

5 They believe in objective moral truths based primarily on ethical naturalism (which posits that ethical

propositions can be derived from science) or non-theistic non-naturalism (which holds that ethical truths

are just brute facts, not reducible to any natural facts).
6 According to the theory, an act is objectively morally wrong if and only if the act would be disapproved

of by an ideal observer, were there such observer under ideal conditions. This theory, however, raises

operating questions, like how this ideal observer would know what the correct course of action is.
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• Moral responsibility: (Authoritative[Benevolent[Critical[Distant

God) & No God

We also hypothesize that the relationships between the four images of God and

the worldview outcomes (i.e., beliefs and attitudes) are partly attributable to an

inmate’s image of a loving God and religiousness for which we propose the

following inequalities.

• The image of a loving God: Benevolent[Authoritative[Critical[Dis-

tant[No God

• Congregational participation, religiosity, and positive religious coping: Benev-

olent[Authoritative[Critical[Distant[No God

• Negative religious coping: Benevolent\Authoritative\Critical\Dis-

tant\No God

Research Site: ‘‘Angola’’ Prison

Louisiana State Penitentiary (a.k.a. ‘‘Angola’’) is America’s largest maximum-

security prison, housing over 6300 male inmates in five separate complexes (‘‘Main

Prison,’’ the focus of our study, and four ‘‘Out-camps’’) spread over 18,000 acres of

a working prison farm. A disproportionately large percentage of the inmates serving

time at Angola have been convicted of violent offenses. Angola is arguably

America’s harshest prison in that 90% of inmates will die on its grounds—in part

because a life sentence in Louisiana means ‘‘natural life’’ with no opportunity for

early release of any kind. Louisiana also has America’s highest imprisonment rate

due to its slate of harsh sanctions levied for almost all criminal convictions,

including non-violent drug crime (Carson 2015).

Drawing upon the unique history of Angola, inmates are allowed to lead their

own religious congregations, serving in lay ministry capacities in hospice, cellblock

visitation, providing death notifications, pastoral counseling, leading churches, and

tithing with care packages for indigent prisoners. While the number fluctuates as

new ones are founded and some merge, the Main Prison had 21 congregations at the

time of this study: 17 fully inmate-led Protestant congregations plus four

congregations led by visiting outside clergy—Roman Catholic, Muslim, Episcopal,

and Greek Orthodox. Angola is also home to a unique prison seminary—the New

Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, Angola Extension Center (a.k.a. ‘‘Bible

College’’)—founded in 1995 and matriculating its graduates into functioning

inmate-run churches (see Hallett et al. 2016 for details).7

7 Both Angola’s congregations and its seminary flourished under longtime warden Burl Cain, although

the congregations long preceded Cain’s two-decade tenure. Cain introduced seminary instruction into the

prison only after Congressional revocation of Pell Grant eligibility for convicted felons negatively

affected Angola.
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Methods

Data

Data for this study came from a survey we conducted at the Main Prison of Angola

in 2015. We developed a questionnaire that included items to measure our key

concepts as well as inmates’ sociodemographic and criminal justice-related

backgrounds. An initial version of the questionnaire was pretested with 11 inmates

at Angola, and the final version was prepared based on their feedback on wording as

well as content of questions.

We administered paper-and-pencil surveys dorm by dorm to all inmates at the

Main Prison (all male) between March and May of 2015, during which the facility’s

inmate population was about 3000 in total. We asked them to participate in our

survey, which we said intended to study their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors.

About three quarters of them (n = 2249) agreed to participate by signing a consent

form and completed the survey in groups, showing a high response rate (about 75%)

despite no compensation offered. We conducted an anonymous survey and had no

prison staff (including chaplain) present when it was administered so inmates could

provide accurate and honest answers to survey questions. Since the survey was

anonymous, we could not test whether and how those inmates who did not

participate were different from the participants. While this limitation needs to be

kept in mind when results are interpreted, the high response rate and large sample

size offer an unprecedented opportunity to study images of God among inmates at

America’s largest maximum-security prison.

Measures

God’s engagement was measured by four items asking inmates whether they

thought God was concerned with their well-being and the world’s well-being and

directly involved in what happens to them and the world according to their

‘‘personal understanding’’ (see ‘‘Appendix A’’; 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = dis-

agree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). Since exploratory factory analysis showed

the items were all loaded on a single factor with high loadings and inter-item

reliability (a = .852), we constructed a scale by averaging them as Froese and

Bader (2010) did.

Our survey also included six items of God’s judgment, two of which were asked

along with the four items of God’s engagement: whether God was angered by their

sins and human sins. Inmates were also asked how well the words ‘‘critical,’’

‘‘punishing,’’ ‘‘wrathful,’’ and ‘‘severe’’ described God in ‘‘their opinion,’’ using the

same 4-point Likert scale. Exploratory factor analysis of the six items (using direct

oblimin rotation) generated two factors: one with the two ‘‘angered’’ items

(a = .834), and the other the four adjective items (a = .808), loaded highly on each

factor (see ‘‘Appendix A’’). Following Froese and Bader (2010), we constructed a
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scale by averaging the six items (a = .765) since the two-factor solution was likely

a methodological artifact (the two and four items were separated in survey).8

We also followed Froese and Bader (2010) to measure four images of God by

splitting the scales of God’s engagement and judgment at their means (3.390 and

2.883). Treating scores above the mean as ‘‘high’’ values and ‘‘low’’ otherwise,9 we

constructed dummy variables of belief in Authoritative God (high on both),

Benevolent God (high on engagement but low on judgment), Critical God (low on

engagement but high on judgment), and Distant God (low on both). We constructed

these variables only for inmates who had ‘‘personal beliefs about God,’’ regardless

of their level of doubt that God exists. A fifth image of God, No God, refers to

inmates who had no opinion or chose none of the options provided as well as being

agnostic or atheistic (see ‘‘Appendix A’’). Also, using an item about how well a

word, ‘‘forgiving,’’ described God, we created a proxy measure of inmate’s belief in

a loving God, forgiving God, for mediator as well as statistical control in examining

the five images of God (Froese and Bader 2010).

Another mediator, an inmate’s religiousness, was measured by four variables.

First, we constructed a variable of congregational participation measuring the

number of congregations with which an inmate participated (0 = none, 1 = one,

2 = two … 8 = eight, 9 = nine or more). Second, a 5-item scale of religiosity was

a composite standardized score of religious service attendance, praying outside of

religious services, reading a sacred text in private, perceived closeness to God, and

importance of religion, loaded on a single factor with high loadings, ranging from

.638 to .792, and reliability (a = .801). Next, using Pargament et al.’s (2011) Brief

RCOPE items, we created 7-item positive (a = .861) and 6-item negative religious

coping scales (a = 851) (see ‘‘Appendix A’’).

To measure an inmate’s beliefs and attitudes toward the law, we used two

variables. One is Sampson and Bartusch’s (1998) 5-item scale of legal cynicism

(e.g., ‘‘Laws are made to be broken’’; 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree,

3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree; see ‘‘Appendix A’’), and the other is a 3-item scale

of illegitimacy of punishment (e.g., ‘‘I have been treated unfairly by the criminal

justice system’’; 1 = false, 2 = true). We developed the latter based on Tyler’s

(2003) thesis that people who believe that the law is just are more likely to perceive

the exercise of legal authority, such as legal punishment, to be fair and just than

those who do not. The items of both scales loaded on a single factor with generally

high loadings (see ‘‘Appendix A’’) and at least acceptable inter-item reliability

(a = .756 and .621).

We measured a respondent’s view on other inmates using four items of Sampson

et al.’s (1997) ‘‘social cohesion and trust’’ of collective efficacy (e.g., ‘‘Inmates here

at Main Prison can be trusted’’) with some modification (see ‘‘Appendix A’’), and

8 The alpha of our God’s engagement scale (a = .852) was comparable to that of Froese and Bader’s

(a = .85) despite using only half of their eight items, whereas that of our God’s judgement scale

(a = .765) was not as high as Froese and Bader’s (a = .91), while we used the same as their six items,

though it still had good internal reliability.
9 The former’s ‘‘high’’ group consisted of inmates who strongly agreed (= 4) on God’s engagement,

whereas the latter’s ‘‘high’’ included those who either agreed (= 3) or strongly agreed (= 4) on God’s

judgment.
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the items had a single-factor solution with high loadings and good reliability

(a = .752). To measure the extent to which an inmate assumed moral responsibility

for his crime, we constructed three items (e.g., ‘‘I’m morally responsible for

offenses I committed’’), which had acceptable factor loadings and reliability

(a = .680). We also measured an inmate’s belief in the ultimate meaning and

purpose in life, using Jang’s (2016) six items of existential belief (e.g., ‘‘I do not

believe there is any ultimate meaning in life,’’ reverse-coded) that were loaded on a

single factor with good reliability (a = .729). The items of collective efficacy,

moral responsibility, and existential belief were all measured on a 4-point Likert

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree).

To control for sources of spuriousness, we constructed measures of an inmate’s

religious affiliation and criminal as well as sociodemographic backgrounds. An

inmate’s religious affiliation was measured by dummy variables of Catholic, Islam,

other religion, and no religion with Protestant being a reference category.10 Next, a

composite measure of prior offending was the mean of five items about lifetime

number of arrests, incarceration in an adult prison before coming to Angola, and

convictions for violent, property, and drug offenses (see ‘‘Appendix A’’). The first

two items and the average of the last three were loaded on a single factor with high

loadings and had a good inter-item reliability (a = .709).

In addition, an inmate’s length of sentence being served and number of years at

Angola were measured based on inmate’s self-report, and we constructed a variable

of an inmate’s participation in non-religious programs by adding two items asking

inmates whether they had ever participated or enrolled in some type of educational

and vocational program at the time of our survey (see ‘‘Appendix A’’). Finally,

sociodemographic controls include an inmate’s age (in years), race (dummy

variables of black and other race with white being a reference category), marital

status (dummies of single, divorced/separated, and widowed with married being a

reference category), education, and whether he had children (see ‘‘Appendix A’’).

Analytic Strategy

We applied a structural equation modeling approach to test our hypotheses. Latent-

variable modeling is appropriate given that most of our key concepts are abstract

and thus not observable (e.g., religiosity and existential belief). It also enables us to

control for measurement errors so we can test hypotheses based on more valid and

reliable results than what manifest-variable modeling would produce (Bollen 1989).

For model estimation, we employed Mplus 7.4 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2012)

that incorporates Muthén’s (1983) ‘‘general structural equation model’’ and full

information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation, which allows not only

continuous but also dichotomous and ordered polytomous variables to be indicators

of latent variables. Because variables were measured by ordered categorical (e.g.,

education) and continuous variables (e.g., age), we used the estimation option of

MLR: ‘‘maximum likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors … that are

robust to non-normality and non-independence of observations’’ (Muthén and

10 The category of other religion included Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and ‘‘other religion.’’
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Muthén 1998–2012: 484). To treat missing data, we employed FIML, which tends

to produce unbiased estimates, like multiple imputations (Baraldi and Enders 2010;

Graham 2009). Finally, besides the Chi square statistic, we report three types of

model fit index—incremental (CFI: Comparative Fit Index), absolute (SRMR:

Standardized Root Mean squared Residual), and parsimonious fit index (RMSEA:

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation). We determined that a model had a

‘‘good’’ fit to the data if we met one of two joint criteria that Hu and Bentler (1999)

suggested: (CFI C .950 and SRMR B .080) or (SRMR C .080 and

RMSEA B .060).

Results

Table 1 shows the frequency and percentage distributions of nominal-level

variables and the descriptive statistics of others along with the number of valid

observations for each variable. For example, almost 90% of inmates reported a

religious affiliation: Christianity, Islam, and other religion (5.5%; which included

.6% Judaism, .1% Hinduism, .2% Buddhism, and 4.6% ‘‘other’’; not shown in

table), whereas 12.4% had no affiliation. About 60% (61.5%) of inmates said that

they participated in one or more religious congregations in the prison.

More importantly, inmates believing in an Authoritative God were the largest

group (31.3%), followed by those with a Distant (24.2%), Benevolent (21.0%), and

Critical God (16.5%), with inmates with No God being the smallest (7.0%).11 This

rank order is consistent with what was found in national surveys: Authorita-

tive[Distant[Benevolent[Critical[No God. Specifically, Froese and Bader

(2010) found that the largest percentage of Americans believed in an Authoritative

God (31.4% in 2005 and 28.2% in 2007) and the smallest were atheists (5.2 and

4.8%) with believers in a Distant (24.4 and 23.9%), Benevolent (23.0 and 22.3%),

and Critical God (16.0 and 20.9%) falling in-between.

Table 2 shows results from estimating an initial model, where the five latent

variables of worldview were regressed on the exogenous variables including images

of God without the mediator of religiousness and forgiving God. The model had a

good fit with RMSEA (.032) and SRMR (.029) being smaller than their cutoff (.060

and .080), while CFI (.880) came short of the maximum cutoff (.950) and Chi

square statistic (1684.191, df = 499) was significant probably because of the large

sample size (Bollen 1989). Estimated measurement models are reported in

‘‘Appendix B’’, where all indicators of each latent variable were found to have

high loadings, consistent with the results from exploratory factor analysis (see

‘‘Appendix A’’).

We first tested the hypothesis about worldview differences among inmates with

different images of God: that is, (Benevolent & Authoritative\Critical\Dis-

tant) & No God for legal cynicism and perceived illegitimacy of punishment;

11 While 12.4% of inmates said that they had no religion, the ‘‘No God’’ category had a smaller

percentage (7%). If asked, some of the inmates might have identified themselves as ‘‘spiritual but not

religious’’ (Jang and Franzen 2013), who had ‘‘personal beliefs about God’’ but disassociated themselves

from organized religion.
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(Benevolent[Authoritative[Critical[Distant) & No God for collective effi-

cacy and existential belief; and (Authoritative[Benevolent[Critical[Dis-

tant) & No God for moral responsibility. Controlling for an inmate’s religious

affiliation and background variables and using belief in a Benevolent God as the

reference category, we estimated the effects of belief in an Authoritative, Critical,

Distant, and No God on the endogenous variables, whose relationships among

themselves we specified as their residual correlations.12 This model’s parameter

estimates (b) and their standard error (SE) are presented in the first panel of Table 2.

The next three panels show only the non-redundant coefficients of dummy variables

of belief in God in the alternative models using an Authoritative, Critical, and

Distant God as the reference category.

Given the complexity of (in)equalities proposed in our hypotheses, we

summarized results for hypothesis-testing in Table 3 in addition to parameter

estimates presented in Table 2. The first two columns of Table 3 show the

endogenous variable and (in)equalities of each hypothesis, whereas the last two

columns show the number and percentage of (in)equalities found consistent with

hypothesis with the columns between the first and last two columns indicating

whether the hypothesized (in)equality received empirical support or not, denoted by

H or by the observed (in)equality, respectively. The first panel concerns the five

ultimate endogenous variables of worldviews, and the second the five mediating

endogenous variables (i.e., forgiving God and four measures of religiousness). The

bottom panel shows the number and percentage of each hypothesized pairwise

(in)equality that received empirical support.

While we proposed no difference in legal cynicism, inmates with an Author-

itative God were found to be more cynical toward the law than those with a

Benevolent God (b = .092; see the first panel of Table 2). As anticipated, however,

inmates with an engaged God were less likely to be cynical than inmates with a

disengaged God (i.e., A\C, D and B\C, D), whereas three of the four

hypotheses involving No God received support (i.e., A & N, C & N, and D & N;

b = .093, - .076, - .036, all p[ .05; see the bottom three panels of Table 2) with

the exception being atheist inmates reporting higher levels of legal cynicism than

inmates with a Benevolent God (b = .185; see the first panel of Table 2). On the

other hand, as expected, inmates with a Critical and Distant God were not different

in legal cynicism (b = - .040, p[ .05; see the third panel of Table 2). Thus, we

found eight of the ten hypothesized comparisons received empirical support (see the

first row of Table 3).

Next, we found eight of the 10 comparisons in illegitimacy of punishment and

seven in collective efficacy to be consistent with the hypothesis (see the second and

third row of Table 3). Four of the five comparisons that failed to receive empirical

support involved No God: atheist inmates reported higher levels of perceived

illegitimacy of punishment (i.e., A\N and B\N) and less positive view of other

inmates à la collective efficacy (i.e., A[N and B[N) than those with a

disengaged God (b = .064 and .062; - .194 and - .239, respectively). A fifth

12 Significant residual correlations among the endogenous variables were in the expected direction (see

‘‘Appendix B’’), which indicated construct validity of the latent variables.
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Table 2 Baseline model of worldviews among prison inmates (n = 2249): parameter estimates and their

standard error (SE)

Legal cynicism Illegitimacy of

punishment

Collective

efficacy

Existential

belief

Moral

responsibility

b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE

Age - .005* .002 - .001 .001 - .008* .002 - .004* .001 - .004* .002

Black .014 .032 .047* .015 .062 .032 .144* .022 - .012 .026

Other race .083 .053 .005 .025 - .121* .059 .064 .037 - .095 .051

Single - .197* .042 - .069* .017 - .062 .040 - .005 .027 .082* .034

Divorced/

Separated

- .228* .042 - .074* .017 - .044 .038 - .014 .027 .129* .034

Widowed - .327* .072 - .049 .035 - .015 .083 - .045 .047 .096 .064

Children .016 .039 .035* .015 .028 .038 .003 .025 - .065* .031

Education - .099* .010 - .005 .004 .006 .010 .022* .006 .018* .008

Prison

programs

- .039* .022 - .006 .008 .051* .021 - .012 .014 .046* .017

Length of

sentence

- .009 .011 .053* .005 - .006 .010 - .011 .007 - .012 .008

Prior offending .026 .022 - .012 .008 - .005 .022 - .036* .014 .044* .018

Years at

Angola

.007* .002 - .003* .001 .007* .002 - .001 .001 .006* .002

Catholic .070 .042 - .028 .019 .025 .043 - .085* .027 - .070* .035

Islam .101 .075 .059* .023 - .013 .072 .046 .050 - .176* .059

Other religion .084 .069 .047* .021 - .129 .069 - .063 .041 - .097 .059

No religion .215* .053 .010 .021 - .077 .046 - .166* .034 - .104* .041

Authoritative

God

.092* .042 - .003 .018 - .045 .043 - .062* .025 .073* .035

Critical God .261* .049 .045* .019 - .154* .047 - .305* .033 - .039 .039

Distant God .221* .042 .038* .018 - .175* .043 - .344* .031 - .168* .037

No God .185* .063 .062* .026 - .239* .073 - .429* .053 - .203* .058

R2 .183* .020 .190* .024 .070* .014 .272* .024 .124* .019

Ref.:

Authoritative

God

Critical God .169* .046 .047* .017 - .109* .042 - .243* .030 - .112* .035

Distant God .129* .039 .041* .016 - .130* .038 - .282* .029 - .241* .035

No God .093 .061 .064* .025 - .194* .070 - .367* .050 - .276* .056

Ref.: Critical

God

Distant God - .040 .044 - .007 .017 - .021 .041 - .039 .031 - .129* .037

No God - .076 .063 .017 .026 - .085 .070 - .124* .050 - .164* .057
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comparison with no support was no significant difference between the two groups of

inmates with an engaged God (i.e., B & A, b = - .045, p[ .05; see the first panel

of Table 2) although inmates with a Benevolent were expected to report higher

levels of collective efficacy than those with an Authoritative God. On the other

hand, as hypothesized, inmates with a disengaged God were more likely to perceive

illegitimacy of punishment (C[A, B and D[A, B; b = .047, .045 and .041, .038)

and less likely to report collective efficacy than those with an engaged God (C\A,

B and D\A, B; b = - .109, - .154 and - .130, - .175).

The hypothesis about existential belief failed to receive empirical support in four

of 10 comparisons (see the fourth row of Table 3), all of which involved No God:

that is, atheist inmates were less likely to believe in meaning and purpose in life

than the four groups of inmates with an image of God (N\A, N\B, N\C, and

N\D; - .367, - .429, - .124, and - .085). The hypothesis about moral

responsibility also failed to receive support in four of 10 comparisons, three of

which involved No God: atheist inmates reported lower levels of moral respon-

sibility than those with an Authoritative, Benevolent, and Critical God (N\A,

N\B, and N\C; - .276, - .203, and - .164), while no significant difference

was found between atheist and believer of a Distant God (- .035, p[ .05). The

other comparison that failed to receive support was difference between inmates with

a Benevolent and Critical God found to be not significant (- .039, p[ .05), though

the former was expected to report higher levels of moral responsibility than the

latter.

In sum, 70% (35) of 50 (5 variables 9 10 comparisons) hypothesized relation-

ships received support. First, as expected, inmates with an engaged God tended to

Table 2 continued

Legal cynicism Illegitimacy of

punishment

Collective

efficacy

Existential

belief

Moral

responsibility

b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE

Ref.: Distant

God

No God - .036 .058 .023 .025 - .064 .068 - .085* .049 - .035 .054

Model fit indices: chi-square = 1684.191, d.f. = 499, p\ .05; RMSEA = .032 (90% CI .031 and .034);

CFI = .880; SRMR = .029

*p\ .05 (two-tailed test)
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report lower levels of legal cynicism and perceived illegitimacy of punishment, on

the one hand, and higher levels of collective efficacy, existential belief, and moral

responsibility, on the other, than those with a disengaged God. Second, as

hypothesized, inmates with a Critical God reported higher levels of moral

responsibility than those with a Distant God, whereas they were not different in

legal cynicism, perceived illegitimacy of punishment, collective efficacy, and

existential belief. Third, inmates with a Benevolent God reported lower levels of

legal cynicism and moral responsibility and higher levels of existential belief than

those with an Authoritative God, but they were not different in the perception of

illegitimate punishment and collective efficacy. Finally, 60% (12) of 20 compar-

isons involving atheist inmates failed to receive empirical support.

Table 4 presents results from estimating the final model, where the variables of a

forgiving God and religiousness were added to the initial model as mediators

between the exogenous and ultimate endogenous variables.13 This model also had a

good fit with RMSEA (.032) and SRMR (.035), smaller than their maximum cutoff

(.060 and .080), though CFI (.885) did not reach the minimum cutoff (.950) and Chi

square statistic (4545.426, d.f. = 1356) was significant. First, eight of ten

comparisons for a forgiving God were consistent with the hypothesis as inmates

with an engaged God were more likely to believe in forgiving God than those with a

disengaged God. The two exceptions were inmates with a Benevolent or Distant

God being no different from inmates with an Authoritative God and atheists,

respectively (see the second panel of Table 3).

Table 4 and the second panel in Table 3 show that 80% (40) of 50 (forgiving God

and four measures of religiousness 9 10 comparisons) relationships were consistent

with our expectation. Inmates with an engaged God were more likely to participate

in congregations, be religious in terms of practice and closeness to God, use positive

religious coping, and less likely to employ negative religious coping than those with

a disengaged God. Although inmates with a Critical God were expected to show

higher levels of congregation participation than those with a Distant God and

atheists and those with a Distant God to show higher levels than atheists, none of the

differences were significant (b = .140, - .062, - .202, all p[ .05; see the bottom

two panels of Table 4). In addition, inmates with a Critical God did not report

higher levels of religiosity than those with a Distant God (b = .104, p[ .05; see the

second to last panel of Table 4), and inmates with an Authoritative and a

Benevolent God were not different in positive religious coping (b = .003, p[ .05;

see the second to top panel of Table 4), although we expected the latter inmates to

show higher levels than the former. Finally, regarding negative religious coping,

three of 10 hypothesized inequalities failed to receive empirical support. That is,

inmates with an Authoritative God were found to be no different from those with a

Distant God and atheists (b = - .007 and .017, both p[ .05; see the fourth panel of

Table 4), and inmates with a Distant God and atheists were not different in the use

13 Only parameter estimates (b) are presented (i.e., without their standard error) due to space constraints.

We specified relationships among the mediators as their residual correlations like those among the

variables of worldview to avoid model misspecification given that their structural relationships were not

of our interest.
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of negative religious coping, either (b = .025, p[ .05; see the last panel of

Table 4).

In sum, 80% (40) of 50 (5 variables 9 10 comparisons) relationships of the

second set of hypotheses received empirical support. Thus, taken together with the

first set, 75% (75) of 100 hypothesized comparisons were empirically supported as

shown in Table 3.

Comparisons of the coefficients of image of God variables before (Table 2) and

after adding mediators (Table 4) indicate some support for our hypothesis about

mediation of religiousness. Almost half (12) of 25 relationships between five

mediators and five ultimate endogenous variables were significant in the expected

direction: that is, positive measures of religiousness and a forgiving God were

related inversely to legal cynicism (b = - .017 and - .071) but positively to

collective efficacy (b = .112 and .081), existential belief (b = .095, .058, and .082),

and moral responsibility (b = .074 and .092), whereas negative religious coping

was related positively to legal cynicism and illegitimacy of punishment (b = .101

and .047) and inversely to existential belief (b = - .052). Moreover, when we

added the mediators, 80% (32) of 40 coefficients of God-image variables that were

initially significant (see Table 2) became non-significant (19) or reduced in size

(13), whereas the others remained non-significant (13), increased in size (3), or

became significant (2).14 While these findings are generally consistent with our

mediation hypothesis, we tested each indirect effect’s statistical significance and

report all significant mediation in Supplemental Table 1.

About one third (32.0%, 80) of the 250 (10 group comparisons 9 5 media-

tors 9 5 ultimate endogenous variables) relationships between the key exogenous

and ultimate endogenous variables were found to be mediated by the measures of

religiousness (56 of 80, 70.0%) and the image of a forgiving God (24 of 80, 30.0%).

Thus, our hypothesis about the mediation of religiousness received partial support,

specifically 22.4% (56 of 250), whereas 9.6% (24 of 250) of the significant

mediation involved the image of a forgiving God. Among the religiousness

variables, religiosity contributed to the explanation of 23 (28.8%) of the 80

relationships, whereas positive and negative religious coping influenced 15 (18.8%)

and 18 (22.5%) of the relationships, respectively. Congregational participation,

however, was not a significant mediator at all. On the other hand, 29 (36.3%) of the

80 relationships concerned differences in moral responsibility, whereas 16 (20.0%),

15 (18.8%), 14 (17.5%), and six of them (7.5%) had to do with those in collective

efficacy, existential belief, legal cynicism, and illegitimacy of punishment,

respectively.

For example, we found inmates with an Authoritative God tended to report

higher levels of legal cynicism than those with a Benevolent God (.092; see

Table 2) because they were more likely to use negative religious coping than the

others (.022; see Supplemental Table 1). We also found inmates with a Critical God

14 Two coefficients that became significant, both related to legal cynicism, implied suppressor effect of

religiousness, specifically, congregational participation, religiosity, and negative religious coping. That is,

the variables of religiousness had suppressed differences between inmates with a disengaged (Critical and

Distant) God and their atheist counterparts, in which the latter tended show lower levels of legal cynicism

than the former, until controlling for variables of religiousness.
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having less positive views of other inmates (i.e., collective efficacy) than those with

an Authoritative God (- .109; see Table 2) was due to the latter being more likely

to be religious as well as having the image of a forgiving God than the former (-

.061 and - .039; see Supplemental Table 1). In addition, atheist inmates being less

likely to assume moral responsibility for crimes they committed than inmates with a

Critical God (- .164; see Table 2), though the two groups of inmates were

hypothesized to be no different, was attributable to the atheists being less likely to

be religious, use positive religious coping, and have the image of a forgiving God

(- .054, - .043, and - .037; see Supplemental Table 1).15

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite headlines claiming growing secularization and the rise of the ‘‘nones,’’

nearly 95% of Americans express belief in God. This belief has public significance

even for the agnostic and irreligious because one’s image of God influences his or

her beliefs, attitudes, and actions. Froese and Bader (2010) documented this

prevalence of belief and proposed a typology for understanding ‘‘America’s four

Gods’’ along axes of God’s engagement and judgment using national survey data.

While other studies have reached similar conclusions using different general

population datasets, no research to date has applied Froese and Bader’s schema to

an incarcerated population. Understanding how images of God shape inmates’

cognition and behavior not only contributes to the literature but also has potential

implication for policy.

This study addresses the research gap by testing the images of God typology

among inmates at a maximum-security penitentiary. First, we found that the

distribution of God-images in our prison sample closely resembled that in national

samples as inmates with the image of an Authoritative God were the largest group,

followed by those with a Distant, a Benevolent, a Critical God, and inmates having

an image of No God (who did not believe God or were agnostic) being the smallest.

Second, the data generally supported our hypotheses regarding the association

between inmates’ images of God and their beliefs and attitudes. With a few

exceptions, inmates who believed in an engaged God demonstrated less cynical or

negative attitudes towards the law and legitimacy of punishment than those who

believed in a disengaged God or no God. Believers in an engaged God tended to

15 As a supplemental analysis, we estimated our models, replacing the image-of-God dummy variables

with the scales of God’s engagement and judgment. We found God’s engagement was related inversely to

legal cynicism and illegitimacy of punishment and positively to collective efficacy, existential belief, and

moral responsibility, while God’s judgment was related positively only to legal cynicism and moral

responsibility. God’s engagement was also related to all five mediators, inversely to negative religious

coping and positively to the others as anticipated, whereas God’s judgment was associated with all but

one (positive religious coping) mediators, being associated positively with a forgiving God and negative

religious coping and inversely with congregational participation and religiosity. Our test of mediation

revealed that 28% (14) of 50 (2 images of God 9 5 mediators 9 5 ultimate endogenous variables)

indirect effects via the variables of religiousness (12 of 14) and the image of a forgiving God (2 of 14)

were significant. Five (35.7%) of the 14 were the effects of God’s judgment mediated, whereas nine

(64.3%) were those of God’s engagement. Complete results are available upon request.
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have not only positive views on other inmates and life’s meaning and purpose but

also a sense of moral responsibility for crimes they committed compared to those

who believed in a disengaged God. The engaged-God believers were also more

likely to perceive God as forgiving than the disengaged-God believers, who were

comparable to those who do not believe in God as hypothesized.

However, it is worth noting that almost half (48%, 12) of comparisons that failed

to receive empirical support were between atheist and God-believing inmates.

While being hypothesized to be no different in the worldviews examined, they were

more likely to be different than not with atheist inmates being cynical toward the

law, perceiving their punishment to be illegitimate, assuming no moral responsi-

bility for their past offenses, seeing other inmates as unwilling to help other people

and untrustworthy, and not believing in the ultimate meaning and purpose in life

compared to God-believing inmates, regardless of their image of God. These results

are more consistent with the view of atheist philosophers that, if God does not exist,

there is no basis of objective morality and ultimate meaning in life as well as that of

theists that God is the only source of both than that of those who argue that God is

not necessary for either objective morality or the existential belief.

Third, tests for the mediation effects of religiousness yielded partial support for

our hypothesis. Religiousness and perception of a forgiving God tended to be

associated positively with collective efficacy, moral responsibility, and existential

belief and inversely with legal cynicism, illegitimacy of punishment, and negative

religious coping. The inclusion of all but one of the religiousness variables generally

tempered differences in beliefs and attitudes toward the law, other inmates, moral

responsibility, and existential belief among inmates with different images of God,

while controlling for perception of a forgiving God, which we also found was a

significant mediator. The exception was congregational participation, which was not

a significant mediator due in part to its being related only to one of five beliefs and

attitudes (inversely to legal cynicism),16 although we found significant differences

in congregational participation among inmates with different images of God.

Individual religiousness’s significant mediation of the relationship between

image of God and personal beliefs and attitudes speaks to the complexity of the

relationship between religious belief and practice. Our findings indicate that

cognitive belief about God is indeed important but also that the belief influences

religious practice. Both religious belief and practice are formative for one’s attitudes

toward the self, others, and social norms and institutions. Further research should

elucidate the nature of this interplay between religious cognition and practice within

the prison environment. In what ways does one’s image of God direct his or her

religious activity, and vice versa? How and why does belief in an engaged God tend

toward a more engaged religious adherent?

16 Our interviews with inmates suggested a potential explanation for the limited association. One

interviewee, for example, attributed some inmates’ congregational participation to their desire for

material benefits, like food or clothing, offered to congregations by outside religious volunteers. Mixed,

extrinsic (i.e., using religion for safety, material comfort, access to outsiders, and inmate relations) as well

as intrinsic (i.e., living religion) motivations for religious involvement among prison inmates have been

recognized (Clear et al. 2000).

Rev Relig Res (2018) 60:331–365 355

123

Author's personal copy



The correspondence between inmate religiousness, belief in a God actively

engaged with the world, and prosocial qualities like positive views and trust of other

inmates, a sense of moral responsibility, and a belief in life’s meaning and purpose

has important policy implications. Religious belief, especially belief in an engaged

God, has not only personal spiritual significance for the adherent but potential

rehabilitative value tending toward both a safer prison environment for staff and

inmates alike and a safer society as former inmates return to freedom. Combined

with the inverse relationships between belief in an engaged God and religiousness

on the one hand and the antisocial attributes of legal cynicism, perceived

illegitimacy of punishment, and negative religious coping strategies on the other,

this rehabilitative value grows.

While both image of God and religious practice are highly personal choices and

rightly protected by constitutional provisions even within the prison setting, our

findings suggest that allowing inmates opportunity for religious practice and

expression may serve a powerful public good. For those who freely choose to

participate, religiousness may contribute to prosocial patterns of rehabilitation,

especially when combined with the image of an engaged God of any religion. This

public good of rehabilitation should inform policy deliberation regarding the future

of inmates’ access to religious programs and services, particularly as these

opportunities face elimination due to both fiscal retrenchment (Grissom 2011; Kever

2011) and constitutional challenge (Fields 2005; Hallett et al. in press; Sullivan

2009). Rightful resistance to government endorsement or establishment of faith

must not override inmates’ constitutional right to free exercise of religion, whether

on fiscal or ideological grounds. Within the confines of prison, inmates depend on

the state to allow access to religious instruction and expression, whether through

public chaplains or private volunteers. Such opportunities may take a variety of

forms depending on the local resources available and the religious interests of the

inmate population, including but not limited to volunteer-facilitated studies or

services, chaplaincy programs, faith-based dorm units, or religious studies degree

programs. The present research demonstrates that preserving this access not only

honors inmates’ legal and human rights but also fosters the public goods of prison

safety and prisoner rehabilitation.

Few correctional environments have allowed religious participation to the extent

that Angola, the site of the present study, has. With an on-site seminary program and

over two-dozen inmate-led religious congregations, Angola is unique within

American corrections (Hallett et al. 2016). Religious expression has a dispropor-

tionate influence at Angola relative to most if not all other American prisons.

Angola is also exceptional in other respects including its relatively high average

age, disproportionate number of inmates serving life without parole, and its physical

situation as an 18,000-acre working prison farm. These distinctions all render

Angola a uniquely valuable research site but also temper generalization of findings

there. Further research should replicate the present study at more conventional

prisons for comparison.
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A key methodological limitation of the present study is its use of cross-sectional

data in studying causal relationships, which did not allow us to address either the

issue of temporal order between variables or their reciprocity. For example, inmates

with an engaged God were more likely to use positive religious coping than those

with a disengaged God, but the use of positive coping might have also strengthened

their belief in an engaged God. Future research needs to examine these issues based

on longitudinal data. Another limitation was a result of our decision to keep the

scope of this study manageable: that is, we did not examine contrasts between

inmates from differing faith traditions. Further analysis should disaggregate

responses by religious preference (in the case of Angola, primarily Roman

Catholic, Protestant, and Muslim) to test for differences between religious groups.

Finally, given that our sample was from Angola’s exclusively male inmates,

replication of our study with female inmates would yield valuable comparisons.

Belief in a God of some kind is prevalent throughout American society. One’s

image of God is a personal conviction with public consequences, and thus how one

understands God’s judgment and engagement with the world shapes a variety of

beliefs and values. Prison inmates are no exception. Greater understanding and

awareness of the relationships between images of God, individual and corporate

religious practice, and worldview may contribute to the cultivation of more

prosocial correctional environments. Allowing inmates to explore, develop, and

respond to their personal images of God honors their full human dignity while also

furthering rehabilitative aims.

Appendix A

See Table 5.

Table 5 Items used in analysis

Variable Survey items (response categories) Loading (a)

Based on your personal understanding, what do you think God is

like?

(1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly

agree)

(.852)

God’s

engagement

Concerned with the well-being of the world .768

Directly involved in what happens in the world .689

Concerned with my personal well-being .840

Directly involved in what happens to me .799
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Table 5 continued

Variable Survey items (response categories) Loading (a)

(.834)

God’s judgment Angered by my sins .856

Angered by human sins .846

How well do you feel that each of the following words describe

God in your opinion?

(.808)

Critical .622

Punishing .788

Wrathful .781

Severe .669

Personal beliefs

about God

Which statement comes closest to your personal beliefs about God?

(1 = I have no doubt that God exists, 2 = I believe in God, but

with some doubts, 3 = I sometimes believe in God, 4 = I believe

in a higher power or cosmic force, 5 = I don’t know and there is

no way to find out, 6 = I do not believe in God, 7 = I have no

opinion, 8 = None of these)

Religiosity How often do you currently attend religious services at a place of

worship?

(1 = never, 2 = less than once a year, 3 = once or twice a year,

4 = several times a year, 5 = once a month, 6 = 2 - 3 times a

month, 7 = about weekly, 8 = several times a week)

(.801)

.685

About how often do you currently pray outside of religious

services?

(1 = never, 2 = only on certain occasions, 3 = once a week or

less, 4 = a few times a week, 5 = once a day, 6 = several times

a day)

.742

Outside of attending religious services, about how often do you

currently spend private time reading the Bible, Koran, Torah, or

other sacred book?

(1 = never, 2 = less than once a year, 3 = once or several times a

year, 4 = once a month, 5 = 2 - 3 times a month, 6 = about

weekly, 7 = several times a week, 8 = everyday)

.792

How close do you feel to God most of time?

(1 = not close at all, 2 = not very close, 3 = somewhat close,

4 = pretty close, 5 = extremely close)

.638

In general, how important is religion to you?

(1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 = Fairly, 4 = Very,

5 = Extremely)

.642

Religious coping When you think about your current situation and problems in your

life, to what extent does each of the following statements apply to

you?

(1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, 3 = quite a bit, 4 = a great deal)

(.861)
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Table 5 continued

Variable Survey items (response categories) Loading (a)

Positive I look for a stronger connection with God .831

I see God’s love and care .854

I seek help from God in letting go of my anger .667

I try to see how God might be trying to strengthen me in this

situation

.758

I try to put my plans into action together with God .676

I ask forgiveness for my sins .751

I focus on religion to stop worrying about my problems .382

(.851)

Negative I wonder whether God has abandoned me .755

I feel punished by God for my lack of devotion .613

I wonder what I did for God to punish me .725

I question God’s love for me .818

I wonder whether my faith community (e.g., church) has abandoned

me

.644

I question the power of God .652

Legal cynicism How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following

statements?

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly

agree)

(.756)

It’s okay to do anything you want as long as you don’t hurt anyone. .621

To make money, there are no right and wrong ways anymore, only

easy ways and hard ways.

.739

Fighting with someone in your family is nobody’s business .588

Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let

tomorrow take care of itself

.548

Laws are made to be broken .628

Illegitimacy of

punishment

Please indicate whether each of the following statements is true or

false

(1 = false, 2 = true)

(.621)

I am doing more time than I really deserve .672

I am serving time for a crime I didn’t commit .455

I have been treated unfairly by the criminal justice system .745

Collective efficacy Inmates here at Main Prison …?

(1 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly

agree)

(.752)

Cohesion & trust … are willing to help others .722

… can be trusted .612

… share my moral values .606

… help a friend having trouble or struggling .692
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Table 5 continued

Variable Survey items (response categories) Loading (a)

Moral

responsibility

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following

statements?

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly

agree)

(.680)

The behavior that sent me here was wrong .471

I feel disgusted by what I have done in the past .773

I’m morally responsible for offenses I committed .685

Existential

belief

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following

statements?

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly

agree)

(.729)

I believe in ultimate truth in life .575

It is useless to try to discover the purpose of my life* .467

It is important to have a significant philosophy of life .435

I know my purpose in life .569

My purpose is part of a much larger plan .778

I do not believe there is any ultimate meaning in life* .545

Prior offending (.709)

Arrest In your whole life, how many times have you been arrested?

(1 = 1 - 2 times, 2 = 3 - 5 times, 3 = 6 - 10 times,

4 = 11 - 15 times, 5 = 16 - 20 times, 6 = 21 - 25 times,

7 = 26 ? times)

.738

Incarceration Before coming to Angola, how many times have you been

incarcerated in an adult prison?

(1 = never, 2 = 1 - 2 times, 3 = 3 - 5 times, 4 = 6 - 10 times,

5 = 11 - 15 times, 6 = 16 - 25 times, 7 = 26 ? times)

.820

Conviction How many times have you been convicted of the following

offenses?

(1 = never, 2 once, 3 = 2 - 3 times, 4 = 4 - 6 times,

5 = 7 - 10 times, 6 = 11 - 15 times, 7 = 16 ? times)

.640

A violent offense (e.g., assault, rape, robbery, manslaughter, or

murder)

A property offense (e.g., burglary, larceny, author theft, fraud, or

forgery)

A drug offense (such as possessing, selling or manufacturing drugs)

Length of

sentence

What is the length of the current sentence for which you are serving

time? (1 = less than 10 years, 2 = 11 – 20 years, 3 = 21 –

30 years, 4 = 31 – 40 years, 5 = more than 40 years, 6 = life)

Non-religious

program

Please indicate whether you have ever been or currently participate

in each of the following programs for at least a month during your

current prison term (0 = no, 1 = yes)

Education program (e.g., adult basic or high school education

program)

Vocational program (skill or trade training)

360 Rev Relig Res (2018) 60:331–365

123

Author's personal copy



Appendix B

See Table 6.

Table 5 continued

Variable Survey items (response categories) Loading (a)

Education What is the highest level of education you have completed?

(1 = never attended school, 2 = 8th grade or less, 3 = 9th-12th

grade [no high school diploma], 4 = high school graduate,

5 = some college [no college diploma], 6 = trade, technical, or

vocational training, 7 = college graduate, 8 = postgraduate degree)

Children Do you have children?

(0 = no, 1 = yes)
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