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1. The goal of the dissertation

The relationship between religiousness and mdmalth or psychological wellbeing
has been a controversial field of psychologicataesh since the emergence of psychology as
an individual field of study. For example Freudermsfto religion as an illusion that was
created by humans in order to control their indsirand to defeat their fear of the forces of
nature, and of which they should be set free. Japeaks about healthy and ill religiousness.
Jung, also a psychoanalytic psychologist, statesrétigion is a psychological reality and that
every person has to take stand regarding it, aadnéuroses are caused by not taking stand
regarding this issue. Contemporary psychologyss §s divided too. Albert Ellis spoke about
religion as institutionalized irrationality that$iharmful effects on psychological functioning.
Meanwhile several researchers have proved thgioainess is positively related to different
aspects of mental health. And several decades &ten Ellis admitted, based on his
therapeutic experience, that it could be benefiatigrate the religious beliefs of the client in
the process of rational-emotive behavior therapy.

The dissertation aims to examine a slice of tlummex relationship, namely the
relationship between God image (or God represempand psychological wellbeing, since
for the religious person the quality of his/herateinship with God defined as a person is a
central aspect of the religious experience.

Our goal was to grab the relationship between Bwidje and mental health in a frame
that can bring up gains for both pastoral coungelind psychotherapy. This is why we
decided to use the Rational Emotive Behavior Therd@EBT) founded by Albert Ellis.
Although this is mainly a therapeutic paradigm tlitsoretical background can give pragmatic
foundation and well-defined frames to our resedozh Although in earlier phases of his
work Ellis repeatedly had an anti-religious attéuthater in his practice he addressed the issue
of “healthy” and “pathogenic” (in his words ratidrend irrational) aspects of religiousness.
REBT makes it possible to grab and examine Godesgmtations in a simple, well-defined

and empiric frame.

God representation

Rizzuto defined the term God concept as cognipweduced by thoughts, the “God of
the theologians”. It has few emotional componemsd & the result of theological and
philosophical thought and learning. It is acquiteiugh catechesis and is conscious. On the

other hand, God images form on the ground of eartgrpersonal relationships, are
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dominated by emotional components, are the prodafctee inner experiences of the child

and often they are unconscious. This is why often®od concept and the God image of a
person can be contradictory: consciously one ththks God is loving, merciful but has the

feeling that God will punish him/her and experiendear. God representation is in the
understanding of Rizzuto the combination of Godoemt and God image.

The forming of God representation starts withbiaind its development continues
throughout the life. In childhood the main mechan its formation is the projection of the
parents’ images to God, later it comes into viewodlgh coping with the accidental and
normative crises of one’s life. God representaisonnique because it isn’t based on concrete,
physical experiences, this way why it can be easgiorted.

Rational_Emotive Behavior Therapy

REBT is part of the broad group of cognitive théeapAlbert Ellis started to state his
own theses up against psychoanalysis in the 'Jfesstarts with the statement that humans
are the most happy when they have important goalssérive actively to achieve them. In
this frame rationality concerns all those thougbtshaviors, feelings, attitudes that help the
person to achieve these goals, while irrationatiboncerns all those thoughts, behaviors,
feelings, attitudes that prevent him/her in acmgwhem.

When one feels impeded in achieving his/her gdaésshe chooses more or less
consciously between the possible “healthy” or “waitie/” responses. If one has a basically
rational belief system, he/she will be able to rinbiattitudes, life philosophies that will help
him/her to cope with these impediments, and reaath so-called “healthy” negative
emotions. But if one has a basically irrational idfetystem, he/she will react with
absolutistic, “dogmatic” thoughts to this impedimethat are expressed in the form of
"should”-s, “must’-s. These lead to “unhealthy” etinoal responses (depression, anxiety,
anger, jealousy) that undermine the coping alslioé the person and can lead to behaviors
like retreat, procrastination, alcoholism etc.

According to the famous A-B-C model of REBT inist the activating event (A) itself
that leads to emotional or behavioral conseque@gehut the thoughts, beliefs (B) that the
person links to this event. REBT describes 4 carational beliefs (demandingness,
awfullizing, low frustration tolerance and globaladuation of the human worth) and also
presents their rational equivalent (wishes, anfudlizing, high frustration tolerance and

unconditional self-acceptance).



According to the A-B-C model, behind every emottbere is also a belief: rational

beliefs have healthy consequences while irratibeééfs have unhealthy consequences.

Goals of the study
The goal of the dissertation is to examine whetheruse of the paradigmatic frame of

REBT brings us closer to understanding the compdéationship of God representation and

mental health and to understanding certain aspéttsalthy religiousness.

Hypotheses

1.

Irrational attitudes regarding an event in the peatl to bigger distress and to
diminished psychological wellbeing.

Mature religious attitudes (intrinsic, committedynsolically interpreting,
identified) are associated with rational beliefshiley the immature ones
(extrinsic, less committed, literally interpretinigirojected) are associated with
irrational beliefs.

The content of one’s God representation is reladdds/her religious maturity.
Linking the content of God representations to ralobeliefs leads to higher
religious maturity.

The more negative content one’s God representatias, the higher
psychological distress he/she experiences.

Rational and irrational beliefs influence the nelaship between God

representations and psychological distress.

2. Study 1

The goal of Studyl was to develop and test a st@lethe measurement of God

representation in a rational-emotive perspective.

Sample

The people involved in the study were recruitethuwhe involvement of students from

different Hungarian and Transylvanian higher edocanstitutions.

A total of 179 persons filled out the questioneaifO men (mean age 25,07 years, SD

9,15) and 109 women (mean age 22,95 years, SD.4b@) youngest respondent was 17

years old, the oldest 82.



Methods

One of the scales used in REBT, the ,Rational arational Beliefs Scale — General
Format” was the base for the development of theoRait and Irrational Beliefs about God
scale. To each of the 8 items taken over from thginal scale, we attached 8 items that
describe one of the 8 “healthy” or “demonic” imagégsGod described by Frielingsdorf. We
tried to word each statement in a way that doesmitradict beliefs acquired through religious
socialization, don't bring about automatic rejectieven in the case of negative content. The
scale consisted of 4 rational and 4 irrationaldfglthat had to be rated on a 7 point Likert scale
by the respondents. Each rational/irrational belia$ followed by 8 statements about God with
the fallowing instruction: “Now, justify your premus answer using the following points of
view. | answered this way because | feel that 4.ftems contained positive and 4 negative
statements about God.

Some other scales were also part of our questi@nbhe Age Universal I-E Scale
that measures religiousness motivated intrinsicélypersonal (extrinsic personal) or social
(extrinsic social) gains; the Christian Religiousternalization Scale that examines the
integration of religious behavior according to #edf-determination theory; and finally the

Satisfaction with Life Scale.

Results

In the case of the subscale measuring rationalimational beliefs we found three
subscales through principal component analysisb&levaluation of human worth and its
rational counterpart, unconditional self-acceptdonegled on a separate factor, that is why we
created a separate subscale for them named Gledlalaéon. From the point of view of the
psychology of religion, it is important, that thielgal evaluation of human worth appeared on
a separate subscale, since global evaluation isirthéonal belief that could be the
background of distorted (demonic in the words eélifrgsdorf) God representations.

The relationship between different aspects ofjr@lisness and the content of the God
representations were in concordance with our eafiecs: the positive ones related to the

more mature, the negative ones to the more immagliggous forms.



Table 1:The standardized regression coefficients of paseind negative God representations
and variables of religiousness and the change ettiefficient of determination. Significant
values are in bold. (* p = 0,05; ** £ 0,01). The relationship was controlled for theseffof
age, gender, education, positive and negative emstiother variables of religiousness and

rational/irrational/global evaluation beliefs.

introjected r. | identified r. intrinsic v.  extrinsic pers.| extrinsic social
B AR? B AR? B AR? B | AR? B AR?
pos. God . .
-0,233* 0,226 0,252 0,155 -0,221
repr.
0,083 0,025 0,061 0,027 0,024
neg.God| » o
0,392 -0,152 -0,330 0,071 0,163
repr.

We also examined whether the relationship betwden content of the God
representations and the different indicators ofyi@isness is modified by the maturity of
thinking (rationality, irrationality, global evaltian). Our most important result was the
moderating effect of global evaluation on the ielship between negative God

representations and different indicators of religioess (see figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1:The expected values of intrinsic religious oridiata
as a function of negative God representations atabaj
evaluation beliefs. High and Low values: valueDla®ove and

below the mean.
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Figure 2: The expected values of extrinsic social religious
orientation as a function of negative God reprea@ohs and
global evaluation beliefs. High and Low values:ued 1 SD

above and below the mean.

With a low level of global evaluation the relatstp between the variables were in
accordance with our hypotheses: the strengtheningnegative God representations is
associated with the decrease of intrinsic religiodentation and the increase of extrinsic
social religious orientation. But with high levead$ global evaluation this relationship is no
longer observable, or has even turned around. iShat the case of judgmental people or the
ones who can’t unconditionally accept themselvhs, relationship between negative God
representations and religious attitudes seemsaiogsh

Such a connection of global evaluation and nega@®od representations can be
explained by the fact that judgments towards thHg& #ee absence of unconditional self-
acceptance lead to the projection of the same ddradtitude to God: expectations, judgments,
criticism, conditional acceptance etc. Informat@mout God is often vague, so the person
interprets it according to the way he/she thinkeuathimself/herself and emphasizes the
circumstances that are in accordance with thesensa

Our interpretations are limited by the fact tharr guestionnaire didn’t have any
questions about the self-rated religiosity of tlespondents, so we have no information
whether the agreement with the positive God reptesen items is more than a simple

measure of religiosity.



3. Study 2

The goal of Study 2 was to nuance the resultswdy51 and to examine the complex
relationship between God representation, the nigtafithinking (rational/irrational beliefs),

religiousness and well/being (hypotheses 5, 6,7and

Sample

294 people filled out our online survey, 80 mere&m age 33,66 years, SD 14,08) and
214 women (mean age 29,5 years, SD 10,71). Theggstimespondent was 15 years old, the
oldest 72.

69,4% of the respondents were Roman Catholic 24 Calvinist, 1% Lutheran, 5,4%
belonged to other Christian denominations (Unitgrigaptist, Seventh Day Adventist etc.),
1% belonged to other religious groups, 3,1% welgioais but not belonging to any
denomination, 2% were non religious.

67% practice their religion regularly in their @emnation, 11,9% practice their
religion seldom but in their denomination, 16,3% &gligious in their own way, 1,4% don’t
practice their religion and 2,4% stated that theyret religious at all.

Methods

Study 2 was carried out online, and the methodotdfdfilling the scales was slightly
different: the respondents had to click on a bdrad tecorded the grade of their agreement
with the item on a 100 point scale.

Psychological distress and wellbeing were meashyetthe Spielberger Trait Anxiety
Scale, Beck Depression Inventory, Beck Hopelessi@&sde and the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire.

For the measurement of different aspects of maligmess, besides the scales
mentioned in Study 1, we used the Post-CriticaliedBel Scale that has two subscales:
inclusion of transcendence — in what measure is tthascendent part of one’s life;
interpretation of religious statements — literaspmbolic.

The Rational and Irrational Beliefs about God saahs modified: respondents had to
divide 13 points between the 8 God representatens.

Background variables were: age, gender, educhdiat, marital status, denomination,
subjective importance of religion and level of gedus practice.



Results

Principal component analysis revealed particularctures of rational and irrational
beliefs again. Global evaluation loaded negativatythe factor of rational beliefs, so we
worked with the subscales Acceptance and Shamégi®ted variables also loaded on two
factors, we named them Deepness of Faith and BesgAutonomy, the first being the
relational, the second the cognitive aspect ofialis maturity. The scales measuring distress
and wellbeing formed a single Distress scale.

Examining the complex relationship between Godrasgntation, religiousness,
attitudes towards past mistakes and distress, seodtred a mediating and a moderating

relationship (see Figure 3)
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Figure 3: The complex relationship between negative Godesprtations, religiousness,
attitudes towards past mistakes and psychologistitass. (* p = 0,05; ** p = 0,01; *** p<
0,001

We were able to prove that the negative effectthaef agreement with negative
affirmations regarding God on mental health is dished if it is associated with non-
evaluative beliefs. These beliefs and attitudessaeped by relational and cognitive aspects

of religious maturity. Our complex model showedtttiee deepness of one’s faith correlates
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negatively with psychological distress, but it alsonnects to mental health through the
mediating effect of non-evaluative, accepting WslieThe dimension religious autonomy
(which was defined as the cognitive aspect of faithturity) diminishes distress mainly
through the mediating effect of accepting beliefs.

It seems that negative God representations amected to negative aspects of mental
health mainly in the absence of accepting, flexibieanced attitudes. But if these negative
beliefs that are related to God’s power and alnmgiss are associated with self-acceptance,
capacity to learn from past mistakes, they leaoktter mental health indicators.

Religious Autonomy is related to distress almostesively through Acceptance. The
common factor in Religious Autonomy an Acceptanseflexible, non-extreme way of
thinking that tolerates ambiguity and mistakest thaa mature way of thinking. It seems that
it is this complex, accepting attitude that shiedg’s psychological equilibrium.

On the one hand Deepness of Faith is negativelgtede to distress through
Acceptance, on the other hand it has also a dimect;mediated negative link with it. That is,
deep, intrinsic, identified faith, close relatioistto God has effect on mental health both
directly and through self-acceptance, nuance thmkibout mistakes and sins. This results
links our research to several investigations ofghgchology of religion, but it also refrains
the secular tradition of Christian spirituality amysticism that states that the close and deep
relationship with God can help the believer in naimng his/her psychological equilibrium.

Our research has many drawbacks too: the crossisalicdesign, the dominance of
religious people in the sample, the methodologicablems that derive from the development

of a new scale.
4. Conclusions

1. Regarding a past mistakes or sins, it is not tesemnce of irrational beliefs, but the
absence of rational beliefs, more exactly the atsefi accepting attitudes that leads
to psychological distress.

2. We succeeded in demonstrating that there is aioe$dtip between the cognitive
aspects of religiousness (religious autonomy) dmel fational beliefs (accepting
attitude). It is more difficult to interpret thelagonship of the relational dimension of
the maturity of religiousness (Deepness of Faith)rdtional beliefs. We should
differentiate between securely and insecurely hdgeople, but had no measure for
this aspect. Nevertheless, it is an important figdihat we managed to differentiate

between these two aspects of religious maturity. @sults suggest that these two
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define religious maturity together. Deepness othfaiy itself can be linked to
irrational, rigid interpretations and religious aabmy by itself is just a philosophy of
life.

. The relationship between the content of God reptasens and religious maturity
was made difficult in the first study by the fabat we had no data on the subjective
importance of religion. In the second study weudeld these measures and we found,
that is not the positive, but the negative content God representation that
differentiates between different forms of religinass. Negative content of God
representations is linked to an undeveloped relg@mutonomy.

. The mediating effect of rational and irrationalibtd on the relationship between God
representations and religious maturity was prowelg partially and only in the first

study. This relationship needs further research.

5. Negative God representations are associated watreds.

6. This relationship is moderated by rational, accepattitudes, that is, in the presence

of accepting attitude the relationship between tiegaGod representations and

distress diminishes.
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