
 
61. [bookmark: _Toc220420594]Is your God engaged and angry?
In 2006, a large-scale national U.S. study, The Baylor Religion Survey, examined how people imagine God and how those images influence their moral and political views. Using responses from a broad, representative sample, the study identified four distinct patterns in how individuals picture God, arising from two clear dimensions of belief in God. These two dimensions are:
1. God’s level of engagement—the extent to which individuals believe that God is directly involved in worldly and personal affairs.
2. God’s level of anger—the extent to which individuals believe that God is angered by human sins and tends towards punishing, severe, and wrathful characteristics.
The first image, often described as an authoritarian view of God, reflects the belief that God is actively involved in everyday life and closely monitors human behavior. People holding this view tend to see God as strict, easily angered by wrongdoing, and willing to punish those who fail to meet divine expectations. 
The second image depicts a benevolent God. Like the authoritarian perspective, this view assumes that God is personally engaged in human life. However, instead of focusing on punishment, it emphasizes God’s kindness, forgiveness, and desire to support and uplift people. God is seen as a positive and nurturing presence rather than a harsh judge. 
A third perspective imagines a critical God who remains mostly detached from direct involvement in the world. In this view, God observes human actions from a distance and cares about moral accountability, but judgment is expected to happen beyond this life rather than through immediate intervention. 
The fourth image shows a belief in a distant God. People who hold this view tend to see God as largely uninvolved in personal or worldly matters. God is understood less as a moral overseer and more as a remote or impersonal force underlying the natural order, with little focus on judgment or ongoing relational engagement.
Together, these four images offer a useful way of understanding how different conceptions of God shape beliefs, attitudes, and behavior, revealing the powerful role that religious imagination plays in shaping personal and social life.
Onto the Baylor Religion Survey’s engagement/anger model (see Figure), I have superimposed the work of Canadian Jesuit John Wickham. He observes that our negative feelings in religious matters might be related to false images of God and ourselves. Our way of relating to God often involves a relational tension with two opposing poles. When a distorted image of God is at one end of this dynamic, it is usually accompanied by a distorted understanding of the self on the other side. For instance, someone who sees God as emotionally distant or unresponsive may feel abandoned or unworthy of care. To move toward freedom, these mistaken self-understandings need to be identified in their specific and personal forms because they are often reinforced by familiar patterns of self-pity, resentment, or bitterness. Letting go of them can be difficult, as such images often have a long history and unconsciously but powerfully influencing the person’s inner life. When any progress is made in recognizing a false image of God, the power of that false image begins to weaken.
Resources
Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion, 2006. American piety in the 21st century: new insights into the depth and complexity of religion in the US. Selected findings from the Baylor religion survey. Waco, TX: Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion.
Wickham, John. “Appendix A: Eight Themes for Prayer with Scripture” in Prayer Companions’ Handbook. Ignatian Centre Publications, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, Third Edition, 1991, p. 200ff. 
DISTANT GOD
God is a cold, aloof father, uninterested, uncaring
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FALSE SELF-IMAGE
I am a neglected child, unwanted and uncared for
NEGATIVE FEELINGS
Distrust and despair
CRITICAL GOD
God is a relentless judge demanding very high standards
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FALSE SELF-IMAGE
I am incapable; I feel like an incompetent child
NEGATIVE FEELINGS
Fear of failure and punishment
BENEVOLENT GOD
God is a father who knows me and cares deeply for me
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TRUE SELF-IMAGE
I am a beautiful, holy being; there is goodness in the depths of my soul
POSITIVE FEELINGS
Confidence and security
AUTHORITARIAN GOD
God is a cruel taskmaster who requires endless duties
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FALSE SELF-IMAGE
I am a forgotten slave going through empty motions
NEGATIVE FEELINGS
Stagnation and powerlessness

BELIEF THAT GOD IS ANGRY
BELIEF THAT GOD IS ENGAGED
LOW ANGER
HIGH ANGER
LOW ENGAGEMENT
HIGH ENGAGEMENT
FIGURE.   Theoretical framework of four different images of God and self viewed through a 2 × 2 matrix of anger and engagement, adapted from Amber Hardesty, James W. Westerman, Rafik I. Beekun, Jacqueline Z. Bergman, & Jennifer H. Westerman (2010), Images of God and their role in the workplace, Journal of Management, Spirituality & Religion, 7:4, 318.
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