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The current article is based on a new strate-
gy of exploring the relationship between
spir i tual i ty  and forgiveness.  Previous

research has focused on the question, are people
who are more religious more forgiving than peo-
ple who are less religious (McCullough & Wor-
thington, 1999). Instead, we ask the question,
what ways of relating to the Sacred promote or
inhibit forgiveness? To help answer this question,
we use a model of relational spirituality and for-

giveness that describes several ways a victim may
perceive that a transgression has spiritual signifi-
cance (Davis, Hook, & Worthington, 2008; Wor-
thington, 2009). For one of the constructs in our
model, we do not have a good measure. Thus, the
current article reports on the development of the
Dedication Sacred Scale (DS). For both psycho-
logical and theological reasons, we adapted a mea-
sure of marriage commitment to assess someone’s
relationship with the Sacred.

A New Strategy to Study Spirituality
and Forgiveness

Most research on spirituality and forgiveness has
focused on whether people who are more religious
are more forgiving than people who are less religious
(Worthington, in press). That is, most studies have
treated spirituality as a personality-like trait that is
relatively stable across situations and relationships.
Such an approach has several drawbacks. First, by
treating religiosity as a personality-like trait,
researchers are not able to use causal designs. They
cannot use experimental or longitudinal designs that
investigate changes in spirituality if constructs are
not expected to change much. Although religious
beliefs, values, and practices are relatively stable,
spiritual experiences fluctuate over time. Feelings of
closeness, connection, intimacy, and dedication
toward the Sacred (i.e., God in our context, though
people may sacralize other objects; Pargament &
Mahoney, 2005) may vary.

Second, if researchers want to study actual
offenses, using a trait-like measure of spirituality
strains a measurement principle. Measures tend to
correlate most strongly when they are measured at
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the same level-of-specificity (Tsang, McCullough, &
Hoyt, 2005). Measuring trait religiosity or trait spiri-
tuality to predict forgiveness of specific offenses
measures the two constructs at different levels-of-
specificity. For this reason alone, one may not find a
relationship between religiosity (or trait spirituality)
and forgiveness.

Third, after over 15 years of using the strategy,
research has not authoritatively informed how
cl inic ians  help  re l ig ious  c l ients  forgive.
Researchers know that religion tends to promote
forgiveness; however, little is known about when
and why it promotes forgiveness, how people
draw on religion to forgive, or how therapists can
focus clients’ attention to aspects of their religion
or spiritual life that will help them achieve forgive-
ness when they want to forgive someone. For
example,  are  those  who are  able  to  remain
involved with the same church able to forgive bet-
ter than those who change churches regularly? To
help spiritual clients forgive, therapists need to
know what experiences tend to promote or inhibit
forgiveness. Our model of relational spirituality
and forgiveness has the potential to address these
limitations in the extant literature.

The Relational Spirituality Model

Sanctification is a process by which any event or
relationship can be imbued with sacred meaning or
significance (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). A victim
may sanctify aspects of a transgression event. For
example, some victims may treat forgiveness as a
sacred, God ordained act. In our model, victims
might relate the Sacred to the transgression, them-
selves, or the offender (see Figure 1; Davis et al.,
2008, p. 294). We call these appraisals of relational
spirituality. These appraisals evoke emotions that
may promote or inhibit forgiveness. Following Wor-
thington (2006), emotional forgiveness occurs when
a victim replaces negative emotions with positive
other-oriented emotions such as empathy, sympathy,
compassion, or love. Thus, if appraisals of one’s own
relationship to the Sacred, the offender’s relationship
to the Sacred, or the transgression’s relationship to
the Sacred evoke positive, other-oriented emotions
(such as thinking of the offender as a person in Christ
who needs mercy just as the victim him or herself
does), then some degree of emotional forgiveness
will occur. On the other hand, if appraisals evoke dis-
gust, bitterness, or righteous anger (such as seeing the
offense as a desecration of the sacred marriage vow),
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Figure 1. Spiritual Appraisals of Relationship in Model of Relational Spirituality and Forgiveness (Adapted from
Davis, Hook, & Worthington, 2008).
Note. OS = victim’s appraisal of the relationship between the offender and the Sacred; VS = victim’s appraisal of his or her own
relationship with the Sacred; TS = victim’s appraisal of the relationship between the transgression and the Sacred.
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then emotional forgiveness may not occur. Emotions
such as guilt or shame may have complex effects on
the forgiveness process.

The following example illustrates the model. Josi-
ah and Melanie are both committed Christians.
After being married for five years, Melanie then has
an affair. Later, she confesses the infidelity and seeks
to restore the relationship. How will Josiah’s rela-
tionship with God affect whether he will forgive
Melanie? Previous research might suggest that,
because Josiah is a Christian, he will likely ipso facto
forgive Melanie, who also is a Christian (Davis et al.,
2009). Experience teaches that this is not always the
case. Our model seeks to improve that prediction by
considering Josiah’s appraisals of relational spiritual-
ity. First, Josiah appraises the relationship between
the transgression and the Sacred (see TS in Figure 1).
He views marital infidelity as an “abomination
against God” and feels that the offense was a dese-
cration. Transgressions that are seen as desecrations
are particularly difficult to forgive (Davis et al.,
2008). Second, Josiah considers Melanie’s relation-
ship with God (see OS, offender-Sacred relationship,
in Figure 1). Her betrayal may cause him to question
her religious commitment. Furthermore, the
“depravity” of her act may make Josiah feel less con-
nected to her as a fellow human. Seeing an offender
as humanly or spiritually similar is related to greater
forgiveness (Davis et al., 2009). Third, Josiah
appraises his own relationship to the Sacred (see VS,
victim-Sacred relationship, in Figure 1) in response
to the transgression. He might feel closer to or fur-
ther from the Sacred after the transgression. He
might feel angry at God and afraid he has displeased
God. He might feel like God should have prevented
the affair, and thus his spiritual closeness to God
wanes; in which case, Josiah might feel less inclined
to forgive Melanie. These appraisals of relational
spirituality are treated as modifiable measures of
spirituality rather than relatively static constructs like
religious commitment, theological beliefs, or reli-
gious practices, like church attendance. The model
implies that the nature of these spiritual appraisals
will affect the hurtfulness of the offense and the diffi-
culty and likelihood of forgiveness.

Measuring Relational Spirituality
and Forgiveness

To test the model, reliable and valid measures are
needed for each of these three spiritual appraisals.

Measures exist for both the OS (i.e., Spiritual View
of the Offender Scale, Davis et al., 2009) and the TS
relationships (Sacred Loss and Desecration Scale;
Pargament et al., 2005). Likewise, researchers have
successfully created several measures of relational
spirituality by adapting measures of interpersonal
relationships to assess one’s relationship with the
Sacred (e.g., Beck, 2006; Rowatt & Kirkpatrick,
2002; Hall & Edwards, 2002). One weakness with
these measures is that each assesses trait-like con-
structs (e.g., attachment to God; Rowatt & Kirk-
patrick, 2002) that are considered to be relatively sta-
ble over time. Our model requires constructs that
assess the victim’s response to a transgression over a
brief period of time—not moment-by-moment but
perhaps fluctuating over days or weeks. In order to
test our model, a new measure is needed that is
responsive to spiritually significant events. Instead of
adapting measures of relational traits, we examined
measures that assess more flexible relational con-
structs within an intimate relationship.

Marriage as a Metaphor of Relationship
with the Sacred

For both theological and psychological reasons,
we honed in on the marriage relationship as a
metaphor for ways people can relate to the Sacred.
Throughout its history, Christianity has used the
metaphor of marriage to describe the relationship
between God and humans. Jesus uses the language of
sexual intimacy (i.e., “union”) to describe the unity of
the relationship between the Father, the Son, and
Holy Spirit (Jn 17). The passage in John 17 suggests
that sexuality is but a shadow of the fullness of joy
that is experienced by the Trinity, and Christians are
called to move towards that kind of relationship (also
see Song of Songs). Paul explicitly refers to Christ’s
relationship to the church as one between a bride-
groom and a bride (see Eph 5: 21-33, for an example
in Paul’s writings). Christians learn that they are the
betrothed of God. Early church theologians picked
up on the highly relational themes (see Augustine
many writings; Chadwick, 1986). Salvation was not
seen as a transaction. It was seen as a relationship
progressing into deeper levels of intimacy, culminat-
ing in union with God (the same image in John).

Likewise, psychologists use relational theories to
describe spirituality. For example, Kirkpatrick uses
attachment theory to describe how people experience
an emotional bond with the Sacred (Kirkpatrick,
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2005). Kirkpatrick argues that the psychological sys-
tems that help people to bond with people through-
out life also allow people to bond with the Sacred.
Likewise, integrationists have adapted psychological
theories of human relationship to understand spiritu-
ality. For example, Shults and Sandage (2006) adapt-
ed a theory of sexual intimacy in marriage (Schnarch,
1991) to describe how people undergo spiritual
transformation.

The purposes of the present research were to
develop the Dedication to the Sacred (DS) Scale and
to provide evidence that supports it psychometrical-
ly. Items for the scale were created by adapting the
items of the Dedication subscale of the Commit-
ment Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). In
Study 1, we examined the factor structure of the 14-
item Dedication to the Sacred Scale (DS-14) using
confirmatory factor analysis. Poor items were
dropped, and the final version of the scale (DS-5),
consisting of 5 items, was retained. In Study 2, we
replicated the factor structure of the DS-5 on an
independent sample, calling it the DS thereafter. In
Study 3, we adduced evidence supporting the con-
struct and criterion-related validity of the DS.

STUDY 1

The purpose of Study 1 was to create the DS-14
by adapting items for the Dedication subscale of the
Commitment Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992)
to assess one’s relationship with the Sacred. Adapt-
ing the DS-14 from a psychometrically sound scale,
we hypothesized that the DS-14 would show a one-
factor structure.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants were undergraduate students (N =
171) from a large Mid-Atlantic urban university. Par-
ticipants were recruited from undergraduate classes
and completed a brief survey online in exchange
for a small amount of course credit. Participants
were 59.0% female with a mean age of 19.3 (SD =
3.3). Participants were 56.6% Caucasian, 17.0%
Black or African-American, 14.3% Asian, and 2.2%
Latino or Hispanic. Participants were 60% Chris-
tian, 15% atheist or not religious, 3.5% Muslim,
13.5% reported another religion, and 8% did not
report a religious affiliation. Participants consid-
ered the scale in light of a transgression perpetrated
against them.

Measures

Dedication to the Sacred. Dedication to the
Sacred was measured with 14 items that were adapt-
ed from the Dedication subscale of the Commit-
ment Inventory (Stanley et al., 1992). Instead of mea-
suring the participants’ dedication to a partner,
however, items of the DS-14 (see Appendix for the
DS-5) were adapted to measure a victim’s dedication
to the Sacred after a transgression. Participants rated
their agreement with each item (e.g., “My relation-
ship with the Sacred is more important to me than
almost anything else in my life”) on a 7-point scale
from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree.

Results and Discussion

Scores on all 14 DS-14 items were assessed for
missing data, the presence of outliers, and normality.
There was a small amount of missing data that was
handled with pairwise deletion. Items had a small
number of outliers that fell within the range of
expected values (i.e., 1 through 5) and were thus
retained in the analysis. Items met normality assump-
tions, with skewness values less than one and kurto-
sis values less than two.

The DS-14 was adapted from a previously estab-
lished latent construct that has been used for
research on couples, so we used confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) to determine whether this model
would also extend to one’s relationship with the
Sacred (see Noar, 2003). MPLUS Version 5.2 was
used to conduct a CFA on the covariance matrix of
the 14 items of the DS-14 using maximum-likelihood
(ML) estimation. For each model, several fit indices
were examined to evaluate the overall fit of the
model—namely, the Chi-square value, the compara-
tive fit index (CFI), and the root-mean-square-error-
approximation (RMSEA). The χ2 should ideally be
not significant; however, because the Chi-square
statistic is sensitive to sample size, a χ2/df ratio of
less than five generally is considered acceptable. In
addition, a CFI above .90, and an RMSEA less than
.08 suggest acceptable fit. The Chi-square difference
test was used to compare nested models.

Initially, the overall fit of this model was poor, χ2

(77) = 661.84, p < .01, RMSEA = .21, CFI = .63. We
desired a strong yet brief scale and thus adopted a rig-
orous loading criterion. Items (n = 9) that did not
load at least .60 on the single factor were dropped
from the scale. After these items were dropped, a sec-
ond CFA was conducted on the remaining 5-items
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(DS-5; henceforth called the DS). The overall fit of
the one-factor model was good, χ2 (5) = 20.04, p <
.01, RMSEA = .13, CFI = .98, χ2/df = 4.01. Factor
loadings of items ranged from .72 - .95 (see Table 1).
The Cronbach’s alpha for the DS Scale was .93.

In summary, Study 1 involved the creation and
refinement of the DS-14. Based on results from con-
firmatory factor analysis, poor items were dropped.
The final version of the DS showed good fit of the
hypothesized single-factor model (although the
RMSEA was higher than desirable), and the Cron-
bach’s alpha suggested evidence supporting good
estimated internal consistency.

STUDY 2

In Study 1, items were winnowed based on results
from a CFA. The results of Study 1 may have been
due to the characteristics of that sample. Thus, the
aim of Study 2 was to replicate the single-factor
structure of the DS on a separate sample, providing
evidence that the factor structure is consistent in
other samples.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants were undergraduate students (N =
201) from a large Mid-Atlantic urban university. Par-
ticipants were recruited from undergraduate classes
and completed brief online surveys regarding a trans-
gression. The surveys included the DS. Students
received a small amount of course credit. Participants
were 51.2% female with a mean age of 19.6 (SD =
2.0). Participants were 52.7% Caucasian, 22.4%
Black or African-American, 8.0% Asian, and 3.0%
Latino or Hispanic, 7.5% reported another ethnicity,
and 6.5% did not report ethnicity. Participants were
59.2% Christian, 22.4% atheist or not religious, 4.0%

Hindu, 3.0% Muslim, 3.0% reported another reli-
gion, and 8.5% did not report a religious affiliation.

Results and Discussion

Scores on all DS items were assessed for missing
data, the presence of outliers, and normality. There
was a small amount of missing data that was handled
with pairwise deletion. Items had a small number of
outliers that fell within the range of expected values
(i.e., 1 through 5) and were thus retained in the analy-
sis. Items met normality assumptions, with skewness
values less than one and kurtosis values less than two.

To test the fit of the hypothesized single-factor
model of the DS, we used MPLUS Version 5.2 to
conduct a CFA on the covariance matrix of the DS
using maximum-likelihood (ML) estimation. The
overall fit of the three-factor model was adequate, χ2

(5) = 4.52, p < .01, RMSEA =.01; CFI = .99; χ/df =
.90. Factor loadings of items ranged from .70 - .93
(Table 1). The Cronbach’s alpha for the DS was .88.
Thus, Study 2 provided evidence that the single-fac-
tor structure of the DS replicated on a separate sam-
ple. Once again, the Cronbach’s alpha suggested evi-
dence of good estimated internal consistency.

STUDY 3

In Studies 1 and 2, we created and refined the
DS. We also presented initial evidence for its single-
factor structure and estimated internal consistency.
The purpose of Study 3 was to provide initial evi-
dence for the validity of the DS. To provide evidence
of construct validity, we tested four hypotheses.
First, we hypothesized that the DS would be positive-
ly correlated with religious commitment. The DS
measures a victim’s dedication to the Sacred after a
transgression, not just his or her general commit-
ment to a religion. The two constructs should be

TABLE 1
Items Factor Loadings for the Dedication to the Sacred Scale (DS; Study 1and Study 2)

Item Study 1 Study 2

My relationship with the Sacred is more important to me than almost anything else in my life. .91 .88

I want my relationship with the Sacred to stay strong no matter what rough times I may encounter. .94 .91

I like to think of the Sacred and me more in terms of “us” and “we” than “me” and “him/ her/ it.” .72 .70

My relationship with the Sacred is clearly part of my future life plans. .95 .93

It makes me feel good to sacrifice for the Sacred. .74 .84
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related, but they are measured at different levels-of-
specificity and they refer to a slightly different target
(i.e., commitment to a relationship with the Sacred
versus commitment to a religion).

Second, we also predicted that the DS would be
modestly (or perhaps uncorrelated) with social desir-
ability. Typically, the relationship of religious and spir-
itual measures to social desirability is small but posi-
tive—though some have argued that this small positive
relationship does not damage construct validity, but
is to be expected given the prosocial nature of much
of religion (Leak & Fish, 1989; Saroglou, Pichon,
Trompette, Verschueren, & Dernelle, 2005).

Third, in a stringent test of incremental predic-
tive validity, we hypothesized that the DS would pre-
dict forgiveness, even after variance from religious
commitment and two other spiritual appraisals of
relational spirituality (i.e., measures of the OS and
TS relationships) had been removed.

Fourth, to provide evidence of criterion-related
validity, we hypothesized that participants who con-
sidered the Sacred to be a personal being (as opposed
to primarily nature, humanity, or the cosmos) would
receive higher scores on the DS. That is, people who
considered the Sacred to have personal characteristics
would show higher scores on an adapted measure of
interpersonal relationship than people who consid-
ered the Sacred to be an impersonal being.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants were undergraduate students (N =
134) from a large Mid-Atlantic urban university.

Participants were recruited from undergraduate
classes and participated in exchange for a small
amount of course credit. Participants were 70.1%
female with a mean age of 18.1 (SD = 2.1). Partici-
pants were 50.7% Caucasian, 18.7% Black or
African-American, 15.7% Asian, 1.4% Latino or His-
panic, and 14.9% reported another ethnicity. Partici-
pants were 66.4% Christian, 26.1% none or atheist,
1.0% Muslim, 1.0 Hindu, and 6.0% other.

Participants completed the survey online. After
completing demographic and dispositional measures,
participants recalled a hurt or offense that had
occurred within the last month. They indicated the
hurtfulness of the offense, how long ago the offense
occurred, and the initial closeness of their relationship
to the offender. Participants then completed measures
of their response to the transgression (i.e., unforgive-
ness, empathy, sacred loss and desecration, etc.).

Measures

Demographic Questionnaire. Participants report-
ed gender, ethnicity, and age.

Dedication to the Sacred. The VS relationship
(see Figure 1) was measured with the DS. Reliability
estimates (i.e., Cronbach’s alphas) for all scales in
Study 3 are listed in Table 2.

View of God as Personal or Impersonal. A single
item was used to assess whether the participants
viewed the Sacred as a personal being (such as God,
as many religions do) or an impersonal being, either
nature, the cosmos, or global humanity.

Religious commitment. The 10-item Religious Com-
mitment Inventory-10 (RCI-10; Worthington et al.,

TABLE 2
Means, SD, and Intercorrelations of Relational Spirituality with Other Constructs (Study 3)

Scale α M SD DS RCI DES SS HS SD

DS .94 23.13 9.16

Religious commitment(RCI) .95 26.22 11.22 .59**

Desecration .93 15.44 11.44 .15 .06

Spiritual similarity .91 14.10 8.28 .04 .19* .10

Human similarity .90 11.38 6.24 .18 .35** .04 .57**

Social Desirability .66 20.80 4.42 -.11 -.02 -.04 0.14 .19*

Unforgiving motivations .94 43.05 15.20 -.21* -.08 .41** -0.06 -.23* -0.02

* = p < .05; ** = p < .01
Note. RCI-10 = Religious commitment; DES = Desecration; SS = Spiritual similarity; HS = Human similarity; SD = Social desirability
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2003) was used to assess one’s commitment to a reli-
gion. Participants rated their agreement with each item
(e.g. “My religious beliefs lie behind my whole
approach to life”) on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 =
Not at all true of me to 5 = Totally true of me. In a
variety of samples, Worthington et al. (2003) found
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from .88 to .98.
Estimates of temporal stability (3 week and 5 month)
were .84 to .87, respectively. The RCI-10 also showed
evidence of construct validity. Participants who
endorsed salvation as one of the top five values on
Rokeach’s Value Survey scored significantly higher on
the RCI-10 than participants who did not endorse sal-
vation as one of the top five values (Worthington et al.,
2003). The RCI-10 was significantly and positively cor-
related with a single-item measure of religiosity, the fre-
quency of attendance of religious activities, and self-
rated spiritual intensity. Furthermore, when comparing
Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Muslims, and nonreli-
gious participants on the RCI-10, the nonreligious
group scored significantly lower on the RCI-10 than
did all religious groups (Worthington et al., 2003).

Social Desirability. The Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (MCSDS; Crowne & Marlowe,
1960) consists of 33 items that measure the need for
social approval. Participants read statements con-
cerning personal attributes and traits, and indicated
whether each statement is true or false for them per-
sonally. The MCSDS had a Kuder-Richardson coeffi-
cient estimate of .88 (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960).
Estimated one-month temporal stability was .89.
The scale also shows evidence of construct validity,
and was positively related to another scale measur-
ing social desirability (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960).

Transgression-Sacred (TS) relationship. The TS
relationship was assessed with the 10-item Sacred
Desecration Scale (SDS; Pargament et al., 2005),
which measures the extent to which participants see
the target offense as a loss of something sacred or
the desecration of something sacred. Participants
responded to items (e.g., “This event involved losing
a gift from God”) on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 =
Not at all to 5 = Very much. Pargament et al.
(2005) reported that the Cronbach’s alpha for
Sacred Desecration was .92.

Offender-Sacred (OS) relationship. The OS rela-
tionship was assessed with Spiritual View of the
Offender Scale (SVOS; Davis et al., 2009), which
measures the extent to which participants view an
offender as spiritually similar to themselves. Partici-
pants responded to (how many) items (e.g., “I

thought about how similar my basic religious beliefs
were to his/hers”; spiritual similarity; or “I thought
to myself that this person was a brother/sister
human”; human spirituality) on a 7-point scale rang-
ing from 0 = Completely disagree to 6 = Complete-
ly agree. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .87-.93 for
Spiritual Similarity and from .79-.86 for Human Simi-
larity. The SVOS showed evidence of construct valid-
ity, being correlated with religious commitment and
other measures of religiosity. In addition, it showed
evidence of criterion validity, being correlated with
empathy and forgiveness.

Unforgiveness. The Avoidance and Revenge sub-
scales of the Transgression-Related Interpersonal
Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough et al.,
1998) were used to measure unforgiving motivations
towards a specific offender (i.e., the subscale scores
were added together). Participants rated each item
(e.g., “I’ll make him or her pay”) on a 5-point scale
from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree.
The TRIM had Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .84
to .93 for the avoidance and revenge subscales. Esti-
mated three-week temporal stability in a sample of
people who had difficulty forgiving ranged from .79-
.86 for the avoidance and revenge subscales. Estimat-
ed eight-week temporal stability in a sample of
recent victims ranged from .44 - .53 for the avoidance
and revenge subscales. The scale shows evidence of
construct validity, and was found to be positively cor-
related with other measures of forgiveness, relation-
ship satisfaction, and commitment.

Results and Discussion

Scores on scales were assessed for missing data,
the presence of outliers, and normality. There was a
small amount of missing data that was handled with
pairwise deletion. Items had a small number of out-
liers that fell within the range of expected values (i.e.,
1 through 5) and were thus retained in the analysis.
Items met normality assumptions, with skewness val-
ues less than one and kurtosis values less than two.

Means, SD, alphas, and intercorrelations for all
scales hypothesized to correlate with the DS are sum-
marized in Table 2. Consistent with our hypotheses,
the DS was positively and strongly associated with
religious commitment and was unrelated to social
desirability. The DS was also positively correlated
with measures of forgiveness.

To show evidence of incremental predictive valid-
ity, we conducted a hierarchical linear regression
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with unforgiveness for a specific transgression as the
criterion variable. Religious commitment (RCI-10)
was entered in Step 1. Desecration, spiritual similarity
to the offender, and human similarity to the offender
(i.e., the TS and OS relationships) were entered in
Step 2. Then we entered the DS in Step 3 to see
whether it could account for additional variance in
unforgiveness. Results of the regression are described
in Table 3. In short, religious commitment did not
predict forgiveness in Step 1. Other spiritual appraisals
(i.e., using the relational spirituality model at the level
of a specific transgression) accounted for 22% addi-
tional variance. Even with this stringent test of incre-
mental predictive validity, the DS still accounted for
8% additional variance in unforgiveness.

To show evidence of criterion-related validity, we
conducted an analysis of variance to compare scores
on the DS between participants who understood the
Sacred as a personal being and those who under-
stood the Sacred as impersonal (i.e., nature, cosmos,
or humanity). As predicted, those who viewed the
Sacred as a Personal Being reported significantly
greater (M = 26.04, SD = 7.73) commitment to the
Sacred than those who viewed the Sacred as an
impersonal being (M = 18.48, SD = 9.29, t(116) =
4.81, p < .001).

The results of Study 3 provided initial evidence
for the construct validity of the DS. The DS was
strongly related to religious commitment and
unrelated to social desirability. The DS predicted
unforgiving motivations, even after removing vari-
ance accounted for by religious commitment and
other appraisals of relational spirituality (i.e., des-
ecration and spiritual and human similarity). Final-
ly, DS scores were higher for participants who
viewed the Sacred as a personal rather than imper-
sonal being.

We provided some initial normative data by col-
lapsing the three samples of college students (total
N = 506; see Appendix B). In particular, we identi-
fied college students who identified themselves as
Christians (n = 310) and compared their score on the
DS with college students identifying as atheists or no
religion (n = 101) and other religions (n = 57). A one-
way ANOVA revealed that DS scores were different,
F (2, 465) = 77.30, p < .001. Tukey’s post hoc tests
revealed that Christians scored higher, M = 24.76,
SD = 7.25, than atheist/nonreligious, M = 14.11, SD
= 8.48, and other religions, M = 20.36, SD = 7.34 (ps
< .01). DS scores did not differ by gender, F (2,
16.73) = .23, p = .79. Likewise, scores did not differ
by ethnicity, F (5, 9.28) = 1.10, p = .42.

TABLE 3
Test of Incremental Predictive Validity of the DS (Study 3)

B SE β p

Step 1
(Constant) 32.25 3.32 .00
Religious commitment -.09 .12 -.08 .43

Step 2
(Constant) 28.19 3.61 .00
Religious commitment -.02 .11 -.02 .85
Desecration .50 .10 .41** .00
Spiritual similarity .10 .17 .06 .57
Human similarity -.61 .24 -.28** .01

Step 3
(Constant) 33.44 3.76 .00
Religious commitment .24 .13 .19 .07
Desecration .55 .10 .46** .00
Spiritual similarity .04 .17 .03 .81
Human similarity -.60 .23 -.27** .01
DS -.53 .15 -.35** .00

Note. R2 for Step 1 = .01, p = .43; R2r for step 2 = .22, p < .001; R2r for step 3 = .08, p = .001;  
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General Discussion

In the present series of three studies, we
advanced the measurement of the role of religion in
forgiving a specific transgression. We developed the
Dedication to the Sacred Scale and provided initial
evidence for its psychometric adequacy. Therefore,
measures exist for all three appraisals of relational
spirituality within our model.

Our model employs a different strategy from
most previous research on spirituality and forgive-
ness. Previous research has measured spirituality
with personality-like constructs of spirituality such as
religiosity. That line of research has yielded little
practical knowledge about when and why one’s spiri-
tuality can help or hinder forgiveness. To address
some of these limitations, we examined ways that a
victim can perceive that a transgression has spiritual
significance. Namely, victims relate the Sacred to
themselves, the transgression, and the offender.

The third study of this article provided a test of
the full model of relational spirituality and forgive-
ness. Previous tests of the model lacked measures for
at least one of appraisals of relational spirituality
(Davis et al., 2008, 2009). We found that appraisals
of relational spirituality were stronger predictors of
forgiveness of an actual offense than trait-like mea-
sures of spirituality. In fact, religious commitment
was unrelated to forgiveness in Study 3. In contrast,
appraisals of relational spirituality accounted for
31% of the variance in unforgiveness scores. In previ-
ous research, trait-like measures of spirituality have
typically predicted about 5% of the variance in for-
giveness scores (e.g., Tsang et al., 2005). A strength
of our model is that it includes not only constructs
that may help someone forgive, but constructs that
likely make forgives more difficult.

Unlike Davis et al. (2009), we did not find a rela-
tionship between spiritual similarity and forgiveness
in Study 3. Understanding the discrepancy may
require using longitudinal designs. Davis et al. (2009)
found that spiritual similarity was also associated
with more hurtful offenses. We hypothesize that
offenses by spiritually similar offenders will tend to
be initially more hurtful (Davis et al., 2009). Offenses
by ingroup members may be seen as betrayals, which
are more difficult to forgive. On the other hand, vic-
tims may have greater motivation to forgive spiritual-
ly similar offenders. They may have more commit-
ment to the relationship. In addition, they may have
greater support (or group pressure) to forgive from

the spiritual community. Thus, over time, we hypoth-
esize that victims will be more forgiving of spiritually
similar offenders.

Limitations

The current studies had several limitations. First,
all three samples were college students. The samples
were predominately Christian and were from the
same Mid-Atlantic University. To provide evidence
that the model applies to an array of spiritual and
religious groups, research is needed that strategically
targets specific religious and spiritual groups from
various community samples and more geographical-
ly diverse universities and colleges.

Second, our test of the model does not allow
causal inferences to be made because we used a
cross-sectional, correlational design. Forgiveness
implies a change in the victim’s emotions and moti-
vations towards an offender, which would be best
studied with longitudinal data (McCullough, Fin-
cham, & Tsang, 2003). Such designs may reveal com-
plex relationships between spirituality and forgive-
ness that must be interpreted carefully. For example,
Krumrei, Pargament, and Mahoney (2008) exam-
ined how leaning on God for support affected
divorced individuals’ relationships with their ex-part-
ners. They found that leaning on God was assisted
with greater hurt at Time 1. Those who increased in
how much the leaned on God over a year showed
declines in their relationship with their ex-partner.
With a longitudinal design, the research can explore
such complex relationships by controlling for initial
differences in hurtfulness and then examining how
changes in relational spirituality might affect the
time course of forgiveness.

Directions for Future Research

There are additional studies needed to supply
more evidence for the psychometric adequacy of the
DS. (Only so much can be done in the present initial
article.) For example, we have claimed that the DS is
particularly useful when events might affect one’s
relationship with the Sacred. A manipulated experi-
ment would be useful. Participants could complete
the DS and then be randomly assigned to either (a)
ruminate about a particularly hurtful offense or (b)
read inspirational or devotional writings, or (c) pray
and worship silently while listening to praise music
or hymns. On a retest, the DS scores should be
expected to move in different directions. As another
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example of needed future research, one might be
tested in reference to an active grudge. People might
participate in a Christian-tailored psychoeducational
group to promote forgiveness, such as Worthing-
ton’s (2003) five steps to REACH forgiveness, which
has been shown to be effective with college students
(Lampton et al., 2006; Stratton et al., 2008). Then
the participants could be retested at the end of the
group and after a follow-up. Both forgiveness and
DS should be expected to change (a) over time and
(b) in comparison with a control condition.

The next step is to use the model to test theories
of how interpersonal relationships and spirituality
affect each other, such as Sandage and Shults’s
(2007) provocative theory of spiritual transforma-
tion. They propose that spiritual transformation
often occurs in the crucible of relationships. A cru-
cible is a chamber that is used to contain reactions
that occur when substances are mixed together. If
the crucible can withstand the intensification of
heat, the substances are transformed into something
new. Originally, Schnarch (1991) used the metaphor
of a crucible to describe how sexual intimacy grows
in marriage. Shults and Sandage extended the theory
to describe spiritual transformation. Using our
model, we could put the theory to the test. What
helps some people learn to repair their relationships
and remain close? Why do others disengage? We
believe that spiritual experiences, such as viewing
one’s partner as spiritually similar or praying for the
offender (McMinn et al., 2008), can promote spiritu-
al commitment and intimacy that helps couples
‘stand the heat.’ However, other spiritual experi-
ences, such as seeing one’s partner as a spiritual out-
sider or viewing offenses as desecrations, may create
‘cracks in the crucible.’

After over 15 years of little progress, research on
spirituality and forgiveness is ripe for a new strategy.
Relational spirituality provides exciting new direc-
tions for the future of forgiveness research. Impor-
tantly, as researchers discover how relational spiritu-
ality and forgiveness affect each other, the findings
will yield new insight into how to promote forgive-
ness among spiritual and religious individuals.
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