Abstract

God image in older adults in The Netherlands: recent research findings.

Dr. Arjan Braam

Affective or emotional aspects of religiousness are considered to be crucial in the association between religiousness and well-being, especially in later life. The emotional aspects of religiousness, can be understood as pertaining to the God image, or better defined as the God-object-relationship, corresponding to feelings of trust towards God or to religious discontent. In the current contribution, empirical findings are discussed about associations between God image, depressive symptoms, feelings of guilt, and personality characteristics, such as defined by the Five Factor Model of Personality.

As part of a pilot study of the Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam, a small sample of older church-members (n = 60), aged 68-93, filled out a questionnaire, including the Questionnaire God Image on feelings to God and perceptions of God, and items on hopelessness, depressive symptoms, and feelings of guilt, and the 120-item version of the NEO-PI-R. 
Feelings of discontent towards God correlated positively with hopelessness, depressive symptoms, feelings of guilt, and also with depressive symptoms assessed 13 years earlier; these findings pertained to Protestant participants in particular. Most facets of God image, positive, critical, and about punishment reappraisals, were associated with more feelings of guilt. A possible explanation for the most pervasive finding, that feelings of discontent towards God are related to depressive symptoms, is that both, throughout life, remain rooted in insecure attachment styles. 

Neuroticism was associated to feelings of anxiety towards God as well as discontent towards God. Agreeableness was associated to perceiving God as supportive and to prayer. These findings persisted after adjustment for depressive symptoms. For the other three personality factors (Extraversion, Openness, and Conscientiousness), no clear patterns emerged. As in studies about God image and Five Factor Model of personality among younger people, some of the current results were prominent. 
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