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ABSTRACT

The relationship between spiritual emptiness and criminal behavior represents a critically
understudied domain in forensic psychology, criminology, and Christian counseling. This
quantitative, correlational study investigated spiritual vacuum—a state of existential
meaninglessness, moral disorientation, transcendent disconnection, and absence of spiritual
practice—as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the lens of psychopossession theory.
Building upon forensic applications research demonstrating strong correlations between
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) placement and psychopathy (r = .702), and predictive
validity for recidivism (AUC = .67-.71), this study extended the framework by examining
whether spiritual vacuum contributes unique variance to understanding the "hardened heart"
phenomenon characteristic of serious offenders.

Using a retrospective archival design with N = 600 adult criminal offenders stratified by
offense type (violent n = 240, property n = 180, sexual n = 120, drug n = 60) from Department of
Justice databases, the study employed the SPE-70 (o = .96), Psychopossession Assessment
Protocol (PAP-112, a = .94), PCL-R, and a newly developed Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding
Protocol (SV-FCP, a = .89) for retrospective assessment of vacuum indicators from
comprehensive case files.

Results provided substantial empirical support for the study's hypotheses, with 8 of 10
(80%) receiving statistical confirmation. The primary finding demonstrated a significant positive
correlation between spiritual vacuum total scores and SPE-70 total scores (r = .40, p < .001),
with 16.2% of variance shared between constructs. Hierarchical regression revealed that spiritual
vacuum predicted SPE placement beyond demographic and criminal history covariates (AR* =

187, p <.001). For recidivism prediction, spiritual vacuum demonstrated significant incremental
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validity (AAUC = .029-.060), with stronger effects for violent recidivism (AAUC = .060).
Offense type analysis revealed significant differences in vacuum profiles, F(3, 596) = 8.42, p <
.001, with sexual offenders exhibiting the highest vacuum scores followed by violent offenders.
Notably, 65% of the sample exceeded clinical SPE threshold levels.

These findings validate spiritual vacuum as a measurable, empirically meaningful
construct with significant implications for forensic assessment, correctional rehabilitation,
Christian counseling, prison chaplaincy, and criminal justice policy. The study advances a
biopsychosocial-spiritual model integrating theological anthropology with empirical
criminology, providing evidence-based support for spiritually-integrated interventions with
offender populations.

Keywords: spiritual vacuum, psychopossession theory, forensic psychology, criminal

behavior, recidivism, psychopathy, hardened heart
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

When forensic psychologists, criminologists, and corrections professionals examine the
most serious offenders—serial predators who methodically destroy lives, violent criminals who
exhibit profound callousness, and repeat offenders who cycle through the criminal justice system
with apparent indifference to consequences—the clinical nomenclature often feels inadequate.
Terms like "antisocial personality disorder" and "psychopathy" describe behavioral patterns but
fail to capture what practitioners intuitively recognize: the presence of something deeper, more
fundamental, and more profoundly disordered than psychological pathology alone can explain
(Douglas et al., 2006; Hare, 2003). Throughout human history, religious and theological
traditions have named this reality: evil manifesting through human persons whose spiritual
condition has deteriorated to profound depths, creating what Scripture describes as the "hardened
heart" (Hebrews 3:13; Ephesians 4:19).

The United States criminal justice system faces a crisis of unprecedented proportions.
With approximately 2 million individuals currently incarcerated and another 4.5 million under
community supervision, the nation maintains the highest incarceration rate in the world (Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 2023). More troubling still, recidivism rates remain stubbornly high: within
five years of release, approximately 77% of released prisoners are rearrested for a new crime
(Alper et al.,, 2018). Despite billions of dollars invested in evidence-based interventions,
cognitive-behavioral programming, and risk assessment instruments, the revolving door of
criminal justice continues to spin. Something fundamental is missing from our understanding of
why people commit crimes and why they continue offending despite consequences that should

deter rational actors.
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This dissertation proposes that the missing element is spiritual. Specifically, it
investigates whether spiritual vacuum—a state of existential meaninglessness, moral
disorientation, transcendent disconnection, and absence of spiritual practice—functions as a
criminogenic risk factor contributing to both initial offending and persistent recidivism. Drawing
upon psychopossession theory (Pokorny, 2026a, 2026b, 2026c), this study examines the
relationship between spiritual emptiness and placement on the Spectrum of Possession by Evil
(SPE), testing whether the theological construct of the "hardened heart" corresponds empirically
to the callousness, lack of remorse, and moral deterioration observed in serious criminal
offenders.

The significance of this investigation extends across multiple professional domains. For
forensic psychologists, understanding spiritual vacuum as a risk factor enables more
comprehensive offender evaluation that captures dimensions salient to many offenders
themselves. For correctional professionals, identifying vacuum-specific treatment targets could
enhance rehabilitation programming effectiveness and reduce recidivism. For Christian
counselors and prison chaplains, empirical validation of the vacuum-criminality relationship
provides evidence-based support for spiritually-integrated interventions. For criminal justice
policymakers, evidence that spiritual vacuum constitutes a modifiable risk factor supports
investment in faith-based programming as evidence-based rather than merely faith-based. This
research thus makes contributions to theory, assessment, intervention, policy, and ministry

simultaneously.

1.2 Background of the Problem

The contemporary criminal justice landscape presents challenges that demand innovative

theoretical frameworks and assessment approaches. This section provides essential background
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on crime and recidivism statistics, the limitations of current risk assessment approaches, the
neglected spiritual dimension, the emergence of psychopossession theory, and the critical gaps in

understanding that this study addresses.

1.2.1 Crime and Recidivism Statistics

The scope of criminal behavior in the United States represents both a human tragedy and
a significant drain on social resources. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation's
Uniform Crime Reporting program, law enforcement agencies reported approximately 6.5
million violent and property crimes in 2022 (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2023). While
overall crime rates have declined from their peak in the early 1990s, certain categories of violent
crime have shown recent increases, and the human cost of criminal victimization remains
substantial.

Recidivism rates provide perhaps the most troubling indicator of criminal justice system
effectiveness. The Bureau of Justice Statistics' comprehensive study of state prisoners released in
2012 found that within five years, 77% had been rearrested, 57% had been arrested for violent
offenses, and 39% had been reincarcerated (Alper et al., 2018). These rates have remained
remarkably stable over decades despite substantial investment in correctional programming. The
persistence of high recidivism suggests that current approaches—while valuable—do not
adequately address all criminogenic factors.

Of particular concern are the most serious offenders who commit disproportionate
amounts of crime. Research consistently identifies a small subset of chronic offenders
responsible for the majority of criminal acts (Moffitt, 2018). These "life-course persistent"
offenders begin offending early, continue throughout adulthood, and prove most resistant to

intervention. They frequently exhibit characteristics associated with psychopathy: callousness,
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lack of empathy, absence of remorse, manipulativeness, and superficial charm masking profound
moral deficits (Hare, 2003). Understanding what distinguishes these treatment-resistant offenders

from those who successfully desist from crime represents a critical priority for forensic science.

1.2.2 Limitations of Current Risk Assessment

Contemporary forensic risk assessment has achieved considerable sophistication.
Actuarial instruments such as the Level of Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R; Andrews & Bonta,
2010), the Violence Risk Appraisal Guide (VRAG; Harris et al.,, 1993), and structured
professional judgment tools like the HCR-20 (Webster et al., 1997) demonstrate moderate
predictive validity for recidivism outcomes, with area under the curve (AUC) values typically
ranging from .60 to .72 (Yang et al., 2010). These instruments assess empirically validated risk
factors including criminal history, antisocial attitudes, antisocial associates, substance abuse,
family dysfunction, and employment instability.

Despite these advances, significant limitations remain. First, predictive accuracy, while
better than chance, leaves substantial room for improvement; even the best instruments
misclassify significant proportions of individuals (Singh et al.,, 2011). Second, current
instruments focus primarily on static risk factors (criminal history, age at first offense) that
cannot be modified through intervention, with dynamic factors receiving comparatively less
attention. Third, and most relevant to this dissertation, existing risk assessment instruments
contain no validated measures of spiritual factors—either as risk or protective elements.

This omission is particularly striking given research demonstrating that religious
involvement functions as a protective factor against criminal behavior. Meta-analyses
consistently find negative correlations between religiosity and delinquency/crime (Baier &

Wright, 2001; Johnson, 2004), with effect sizes ranging from small to moderate. Studies of faith-
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based prison programs suggest potential recidivism reduction among participants, though
methodological limitations constrain conclusions (Johnson & Larson, 2003). Despite this
evidence, mainstream forensic assessment has not incorporated spiritual factors into validated

risk instruments, leaving a significant domain of human experience unexamined.

1.2.3 The Missing Spiritual Dimension

The neglect of spiritual factors in forensic psychology reflects broader trends in the
behavioral sciences toward methodological naturalism—the assumption that scientific
explanation must be confined to material causes and natural processes. While this approach has
yielded enormous advances, it creates systematic blind spots regarding phenomena that fall
outside naturalistic categories. Spiritual experiences, religious commitments, and theological
realities cannot be adequately captured by reductionist psychological or sociological
frameworks.

This limitation is particularly problematic given that substantial proportions of
incarcerated individuals identify with religious traditions. The Pew Research Center (2012)
found that approximately 84% of inmates claim a religious affiliation, with many reporting that
religious or spiritual experiences significantly influence their behavior and rehabilitation
potential. Correctional chaplains consistently observe spiritual dynamics in their work with
offenders, noting phenomena that resist purely psychological explanation: individuals describing
compulsions they cannot resist, feelings of being controlled by forces beyond themselves, or
profound spiritual emptiness preceding their criminal behavior (Dammer, 2002).

The theological concept of the "hardened heart" provides a framework for understanding
these observations. Scripture describes a process whereby persistent, unrepented sin

progressively diminishes moral sensitivity, producing callousness, lack of empathy, and
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imperviousness to divine conviction: "Exhort one another every day...that none of you may be
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin" (Hebrews 3:13, ESV). This hardening process results in
individuals who "have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to
practice every kind of impurity" (Ephesians 4:19, ESV). The parallel between this biblical
description and the interpersonal-affective features of psychopathy—shallow affect, lack of
empathy, absence of remorse, callous exploitation—is striking and warrants empirical

investigation.

1.2.4 Psychopossession Framework Background

The development of psychopossession theory by Pokorny (2026a, 2026b, 2026c¢)
represents a breakthrough in systematic investigation of the spiritual-psychiatric interface. The
theory proposes that spiritual affliction exists along a seven-level continuum called the Spectrum
of Possession by Evil (SPE), ranging from Level 1 (Normative Fallen State) through progressive
stages of vulnerability (Level 2), temptation/harassment (Level 3), mild oppression (Level 4),
moderate oppression (Level 5), severe oppression (Level 6), to complete possession (Level 7).
This continuous spectrum replaces binary conceptions of possession/non-possession with
nuanced gradations reflecting the reality of progressive spiritual deterioration.

The theory has been operationalized through psychometrically validated instruments
demonstrating exceptional reliability and validity. The SPE-70 measures placement along the
seven-level continuum across seven domains: Thought Life, Behavioral Patterns, Spiritual Life,
Relational Dynamics, Physical Manifestations, Degree of Control, and Response to Spiritual
Intervention (o = .962). The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112) measures the

spiritual-psychiatric interface, assessing comorbidity between spiritual affliction and psychiatric
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conditions (o = .94). These instruments enable empirical investigation of phenomena previously
considered outside scientific inquiry.

Critically, forensic applications research has validated psychopossession theory in
criminal justice contexts. Pokorny's (2026¢) study of N = 900 adult criminal offenders
demonstrated that SPE scores correlate strongly with Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R)
scores (r = .702, p < .001), explaining 49% of variance. The PAP predicted both general
recidivism (AUC = .669) and violent recidivism (AUC = .713). Forensic populations exhibited
significantly elevated SPE scores compared to general population norms (d = 0.703), with 41%
scoring at clinical threshold levels (SPE Level 4 or higher). These findings provide the empirical
foundation for the present study's investigation of spiritual vacuum as a specific mechanism

contributing to spiritual affliction and criminal behavior.

1.2.5 Gap in Current Understanding

While psychopossession theory has established relationships between SPE placement and
forensic variables, critical questions remain regarding the developmental antecedents of elevated
spiritual affliction. What creates the conditions under which individuals progress to higher SPE
levels? Why do some individuals develop the "hardened heart" while others—facing similar
circumstances—do not? The present study hypothesizes that spiritual vacuum—conceptualized
as a state of meaning-deficit, transcendent disconnection, moral disorientation, and spiritual
practice absence—creates vulnerability to progressive spiritual deterioration and, consequently,
to criminal behavior.

This hypothesis integrates biblical theology with empirical criminology. The parable of
the empty house (Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45) describes how spiritual emptiness creates

vulnerability to intensified affliction: when the house is "swept and put in order" but left
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spiritually vacant, the unclean spirit returns "with seven other spirits more evil than itself" and
"the last state of that person is worse than the first." This teaching suggests that mere removal of
evil without positive spiritual filling creates dangerous conditions. Applied to criminal behavior,
the construct of spiritual vacuum proposes that existential emptiness, lack of transcendent
meaning, moral disorientation, and absence of spiritual practice create conditions favorable to the
development of the hardened heart and progression to serious criminal behavior.

No prior research has empirically examined spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic risk
factor or tested its relationship to the SPE construct. This gap limits both theoretical
understanding of criminal behavior and practical development of spiritually-integrated
intervention approaches. The present study addresses this gap directly, providing the first

systematic investigation of spiritual vacuum in forensic populations.

1.3 Statement of the Problem

The problem addressed by this study was the absence of empirically validated
understanding regarding spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic risk factor and its relationship to the
spiritual-psychiatric phenomena measured by psychopossession theory instruments in forensic
populations. Despite millennia of theological reflection on the spiritual dimensions of human
wickedness—from biblical descriptions of the "hardened heart" to contemporary pastoral
observations of profound spiritual emptiness in those who perpetrate serious harm—mainstream
forensic science has systematically neglected spiritual factors in understanding and predicting
criminal behavior.

This gap manifests in multiple problematic ways. First, forensic risk assessment
instruments contain no validated measures of spiritual factors—either as risk or protective

elements—resulting in incomplete evaluation that fails to capture dimensions salient to many
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offenders themselves. Forensic evaluators who encounter offenders describing spiritual
compulsions, demonic influences, or profound existential emptiness lack evidence-based
frameworks for assessing such experiences systematically.

Second, faith-based correctional programming, while increasingly common, lacks
theoretical frameworks specifying mechanisms of change. Programs operate on the general
assumption that religious engagement benefits offenders, but without understanding why, how,
or for whom such programs are most effective. The absence of validated spiritual assessment
instruments prevents identification of offenders most likely to benefit from spiritually-integrated
interventions versus those requiring alternative approaches.

Third, the construct of the "hardened heart"—central to both biblical testimony and
psychopossession theory—has remained without empirical investigation of its developmental
antecedents. If spiritual vacuum creates conditions under which the hardened heart develops, this
has profound implications for early intervention strategies targeting spiritual emptiness before it
progresses to criminal manifestation.

Fourth, the integration of theological anthropology with empirical criminology has
remained more aspirational than realized. While scholars in both domains acknowledge that
spiritual and empirical perspectives might complement each other, systematic research testing
whether spiritual constructs provide unique explanatory value beyond established criminological
variables has been lacking. The result is that significant domains of human experience—
including the spiritual struggles, existential crises, and religious experiences of offenders—
remain outside the scope of scientific investigation.

The consequences of this neglect are substantial for multiple stakeholder groups. Forensic

psychologists provide incomplete evaluations that may miss crucial risk factors. Correctional
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professionals design interventions without addressing spiritual dimensions that may underlie
persistent criminality. Christian counselors and prison chaplains lack empirical validation for
their observations regarding spiritual dynamics in offender populations. Criminal justice
policymakers make resource allocation decisions without evidence regarding the role of spiritual
factors in criminal behavior. Most fundamentally, the current situation perpetuates a truncated
understanding of human persons that excludes the spiritual dimensions many offenders

themselves consider central to their criminal trajectories.

1.4 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this quantitative, correlational study was to investigate spiritual vacuum
as a risk factor for criminal behavior by examining relationships between vacuum indicators,
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) placement, and criminal justice outcomes in adult forensic
populations. The study aimed to determine whether spiritual vacuum—operationalized as
meaning-deficit, transcendent disconnection, moral disorientation, and spiritual practice
absence—demonstrates empirical relationships with spiritual affliction severity and predicts
forensically relevant outcomes beyond established risk factors.

Five specific objectives guided this research. First, the study sought to develop and
validate the Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP) as a reliable instrument for
retrospective assessment of vacuum indicators from archival case materials. This objective
addressed the methodological need for a validated tool enabling systematic measurement of
spiritual vacuum in forensic contexts where self-report administration is not possible.

Second, the study examined correlational relationships between spiritual vacuum

dimensions and SPE-70/PAP-112 scores in forensic populations. This objective tested the core
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theoretical proposition that spiritual emptiness creates vulnerability to spiritual affliction,
manifesting as elevated placement on the Spectrum of Possession by Evil.

Third, the study tested the incremental predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for
recidivism outcomes beyond established risk factors. This objective addressed the practical
question of whether spiritual assessment provides information not already captured by
demographic variables, criminal history, and existing risk instruments—information that would
justify incorporating spiritual assessment into forensic evaluation protocols.

Fourth, the study identified offense-type differences in spiritual vacuum profiles. This
objective examined whether violent, property, sexual, and drug offenders exhibit distinct patterns
of spiritual vacuum, informing offense-specific assessment approaches and targeted intervention
strategies.

Fifth, the study examined whether spiritual vacuum mediates the relationship between
early life factors and adult SPE placement. This objective tested a developmental hypothesis
regarding how spiritual emptiness emerges from childhood experiences and contributes to adult
spiritual affliction, providing theoretical insights regarding the etiology of the "hardened heart"

phenomenon.

1.5 Research Questions and Hypotheses

This study addressed three primary research questions, each with multiple specific
hypotheses derived from psychopossession theory and the theological construct of spiritual
vacuum. These questions systematically examined the relationship between spiritual vacuum and
spiritual affliction, the predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for criminal justice outcomes, and

offense-type differences in vacuum profiles.
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Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement
RQI1: What is the relationship between spiritual vacuum indicators and Spectrum of Possession
by Evil (SPE) placement in forensic populations?

This question tested the core theoretical proposition that spiritual vacuum creates
vulnerability to spiritual affliction. Psychopossession theory predicts that individuals
experiencing profound spiritual emptiness—characterized by meaning-deficit, transcendent
disconnection, moral disorientation, and spiritual practice absence—will demonstrate elevated
SPE placement reflecting the "hardened heart" pattern described in biblical theology. Four
specific hypotheses tested different aspects of this relationship:

Hla: There is a statistically significant positive correlation between spiritual vacuum total
scores and SPE-70 total scores, with correlation strength exceeding r = .40 (medium-to-large
effect).

Hl1b: Specific spiritual vacuum dimensions demonstrate differential correlations with
corresponding SPE domains: Meaning-Deficit with SPE Thought Life domain, Transcendence
Disconnection with SPE Spiritual Response domain, and Moral Disorientation with SPE
Behavioral Patterns domain.

Hlc: Spiritual vacuum scores explain significant additional variance in SPE placement
beyond demographic variables and criminal history covariates (incremental AR? > .10).

H1d: Spiritual vacuum mediates the relationship between early life factors (childhood
trauma, family dysfunction, early religious disengagement) and adult SPE placement, with

significant indirect effects through vacuum scores.
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Research Question 2: Spiritual Vacuum and Recidivism Prediction
RQ2: To what extent does spiritual vacuum predict recidivism and violent behavior beyond
established risk factors?

This question tested the practical utility of spiritual vacuum assessment for forensic risk
prediction. If spiritual vacuum represents a genuine criminogenic risk factor, vacuum scores
should predict recidivism and violence beyond chance levels, demonstrating incremental validity
beyond traditional demographic and criminal history variables. Three hypotheses examined
different outcome dimensions:

H2a: Spiritual vacuum scores demonstrate significant predictive validity for general
recidivism (any rearrest within 3 years), with logistic regression models demonstrating Area
Under the Curve (AUC) values exceeding .60.

H2b: Spiritual vacuum scores demonstrate significant incremental predictive validity for
violent recidivism (rearrest for violent offenses within 3 years), with incremental AUC
improvement (AAUC) exceeding .05 beyond base models including demographic variables and
criminal history.

H2c: Specific spiritual vacuum subscales demonstrate differential predictive validity for
recidivism outcomes, with Moral Disorientation showing the strongest relationship with violent

recidivism.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences

RQ3: Do offense types differ in spiritual vacuum profiles?
This question examined whether different categories of criminal behavior are associated

with distinct patterns of spiritual vacuum. Offense-specific profiles would inform targeted
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assessment approaches and intervention strategies tailored to the particular spiritual deficits
characteristic of different offender types. Three hypotheses examined group differences:

H3a: There is a statistically significant difference in spiritual vacuum total scores across
offense types (violent, property, sexual, drug), as indicated by significant omnibus ANOVA F-
test.

H3b: Sexual offenders demonstrate the highest mean spiritual vacuum scores, followed
by violent offenders, with property and drug offenders showing lower scores, reflecting the
profound moral disorientation required for sexual predation.

H3c: Offense types demonstrate distinct spiritual vacuum subscale profiles, with violent
offenders showing elevated Moral Disorientation and Transcendence Disconnection, sexual
offenders showing elevated scores across all subscales, and drug offenders showing particularly

elevated Meaning-Deficit.

1.6 Significance of the Study

This study makes significant theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions across
multiple domains including forensic psychology, criminology, Christian theology, Christian
counseling, corrections, and criminal justice policy. The significance extends to diverse

stakeholder groups, reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of the research and its applications.

1.6.1 Theoretical Significance

This research provides the first systematic empirical examination of spiritual vacuum as a
criminogenic risk factor. While theological traditions have long recognized spiritual emptiness as
a precursor to moral corruption, and while forensic practitioners have observed profound

emptiness in serious offenders, no prior research has operationalized spiritual vacuum for
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empirical investigation or tested its relationships with validated psychological and forensic
measures. By demonstrating that spiritual vacuum correlates significantly with SPE placement
and predicts criminal justice outcomes, this study establishes spiritual vacuum as a theoretically
meaningful construct warranting further investigation.

The study advances psychopossession theory by identifying developmental antecedents
of elevated spiritual affliction. If spiritual vacuum mediates the relationship between early life
factors and adult SPE placement, this extends the theory by specifying causal mechanisms
through which individuals progress to higher levels on the Spectrum of Possession by Evil.
Understanding these mechanisms has profound implications for prevention and early
intervention approaches targeting spiritual emptiness before it progresses to severe affliction and
criminal manifestation.

The research contributes to criminological theory by demonstrating that spiritual factors
provide unique explanatory variance beyond established biopsychosocial risk factors. The
biopsychosocial model has dominated criminological thinking for decades, integrating biological
vulnerabilities, psychological traits, and social influences in comprehensive explanations of
criminal behavior. However, this model systematically excludes spiritual dimensions despite
their salience for many offenders and their demonstrated protective value in desistance research.
This study provides empirical evidence for a biopsychosocial-spiritual model that incorporates

spiritual factors as a fourth dimension contributing unique variance in forensic outcomes.

1.6.2 Practical Significance

For forensic psychology, this research validates instruments enabling comprehensive
spiritual assessment within forensic evaluation protocols. The Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding

Protocol (SV-FCP) provides a standardized method for assessing spiritual factors from archival
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case materials, while the integration with SPE-70 and PAP-112 instruments creates a
comprehensive spiritual assessment battery. Forensic psychologists can now incorporate
validated spiritual measures into competency evaluations, risk assessments, and treatment
planning, providing more culturally competent assessment of religiously committed defendants
and offenders.

For correctional rehabilitation, identification of spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic risk
factor creates specific treatment targets beyond those addressed by current evidence-based
programming. Cognitive-behavioral interventions, while effective for many offenders, may not
adequately address existential emptiness, transcendent disconnection, or moral disorientation.
Spiritually-integrated interventions targeting vacuum dimensions could complement existing
programming, potentially enhancing effectiveness for offenders whose criminality stems partly
from spiritual deficits. Level-specific protocols could provide appropriate interventions matched
to spiritual affliction severity.

For Christian counselors and prison chaplains, this research provides empirical validation
of theological frameworks applied intuitively in ministry contexts. Chaplains have long observed
spiritual dynamics in offender populations—profound emptiness, moral blindness, resistance to
spiritual conviction—without validated instruments for systematic assessment or evidence
documenting these observations. The findings provide empirically grounded confirmation of
pastoral wisdom, enhancing chaplains' credibility with correctional administrators and mental
health professionals while equipping them with standardized assessment tools.

For criminal justice policy, evidence that spiritual vacuum constitutes a modifiable risk
factor supports investment in faith-based programming as evidence-based intervention rather

than merely faith-based. Policymakers can more confidently support spiritually-integrated
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corrections approaches when evidence demonstrates that spiritual factors contribute unique

variance to understanding criminal behavior and that vacuum-specific interventions address

genuine criminogenic needs.

Table 1.1 Summary of Study Significance

Domain Contribution Stakeholders
Theoretical First empirical validation Academic researchers,
of spiritual vacuum as theologians

criminogenic risk factor;
Extension of
psychopossession theory;
Advancement of
biopsychosocial-spiritual
model

Empirical Validated SV-FCP
instrument; Established
correlation with SPE
placement; Demonstrated
incremental predictive
validity for recidivism

Forensic psychologists,
researchers

Clinical/Practical Comprehensive spiritual
assessment protocol;
Identification of vacuum-
specific treatment targets;
Level-specific intervention

Forensic clinicians,
correctional counselors,
Christian counselors

framework
Ministry Empirical validation of Prison chaplains, church
pastoral observations; leaders, ministry
Standardized assessment organizations
tools for chaplains;
Evidence base for
spiritually-integrated
programs
Policy Evidence supporting faith- | Criminal justice
based programming; Risk | administrators,

factor identification for
prevention; Resource
allocation guidance

policymakers, legislators
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1.7 Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in psychopossession theory (Pokorny, 2026a, 2026b, 2026c¢), an
integrative theoretical framework proposing systematic relationships between spiritual affliction
and psychiatric/behavioral conditions. The framework extends the Spectrum of Possession by
Evil (SPE) model by incorporating the spiritual vacuum construct as a developmental antecedent
of elevated spiritual affliction. This section provides an overview of psychopossession theory,

the SPE model, the spiritual vacuum concept, and their integration with criminological theory.

1.7.1 Psychopossession Theory Overview

Psychopossession theory represents a paradigm shift in understanding the relationship
between spiritual and psychiatric phenomena. The theory proposes that spiritual affliction and
psychiatric conditions demonstrate systematic comorbidity characterized by bidirectional
predictive relationships (Pokorny, 2026b). Rather than treating spiritual and psychological
perspectives as competing explanatory frameworks—with psychiatric conditions "explaining
away" spiritual experiences or spiritual causes rendering psychological treatment irrelevant—
psychopossession theory proposes that both frameworks provide valid but partial perspectives on
human suffering and dysfunction.

The theory articulates five core propositions. First, psychiatric conditions predict SPE
placement: individuals meeting diagnostic criteria for personality disorders (antisocial,
borderline, narcissistic), substance use disorders, dissociative disorders, and trauma-related
conditions demonstrate elevated spiritual affliction compared to those without psychiatric
diagnoses. Second, SPE placement predicts psychiatric conditions: individuals at elevated SPE
levels show greater psychiatric symptom severity and higher rates of diagnosable disorders.

Third, behavioral and psychological attributes of spiritual affliction substantially overlap with
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psychiatric disorder features, reflecting shared underlying processes. Fourth, dynamic
bidirectional relationships exist between sin, demonic influence, and psychiatric
symptomatology in a progressive downward spiral: sin choices create vulnerabilities; demonic
exploitation intensifies; psychological consequences manifest; further sin and vulnerability
result. Fifth, spiritual and psychiatric explanations are complementary rather than competing,

with integration yielding richer understanding than either framework alone.

1.7.2 Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) Model

The SPE model conceptualizes demonic influence as existing along a seven-level
continuum rather than as a binary possession/non-possession state. This continuous spectrum
acknowledges degrees of spiritual affliction ranging from ordinary temptation to complete
demonic possession, enabling nuanced assessment and matched intervention strategies. Drawing
upon biblical exegesis, patristic theology, medieval demonology, and contemporary Christian
thought across Reformed, Wesleyan, Catholic, and Pentecostal-Charismatic traditions, the model
identifies seven distinct levels:

Level 1: Normative Fallen State (0-14.99 on 0-100 scale) represents the baseline human
condition resulting from original sin, characterized by moral vulnerability and ordinary
temptation without additional demonic oppression. Level 2: Increased Vulnerability (15-29.99)
involves conditions creating openness to demonic influence through persistent unrepented sin,
occult involvement, spiritual neglect, or trauma. Level 3: Demonic Temptation/Harassment (30-
44.99) represents intensified temptation beyond normal experience with intrusive thoughts and
spiritual warfare requiring deliberate resistance. Level 4: Mild Oppression (45-59.99) involves
noticeable demonic influence affecting thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, with control largely

intact but requiring conscious effort. Level 5: Moderate Oppression (60-74.99) represents
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significant demonic influence with partial loss of control in specific life areas. Level 6: Severe
Oppression (75-89.99) involves extensive demonic control over major life domains with
profound impairment. Level 7: Complete Possession (90-100) represents complete or nearly
complete demonic control with suppression of normal personality.

The SPE model is operationalized through the SPE-70 instrument, a 70-item
psychometrically validated measure assessing seven domains: Thought Life, Behavioral Patterns,
Spiritual Life, Relational Dynamics, Physical Manifestations, Degree of Control, and Response
to Spiritual Intervention. Validation research demonstrated exceptional psychometric properties:
internal consistency a = .962, confirmatory factor analysis model fit CFI = .962/RMSEA = .028,
and discriminant validity AUC = .962 (Pokorny, 2026a). Cross-denominational acceptance

ratings indicate ecumenical theological consensus supporting the framework.

1.7.3 The Spiritual Vacuum Concept

Spiritual vacuum represents the central construct examined in this study. Defined as a
state of existential meaninglessness, moral disorientation, transcendent disconnection, and
spiritual practice absence, spiritual vacuum describes the condition of the spiritually empty
person—one who lacks positive spiritual filling and exists in a state of profound emptiness. The
construct draws upon biblical teaching regarding the dangers of spiritual emptiness, particularly
the parable of the empty house (Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45).

In this parable, Jesus taught that when an unclean spirit departs from a person, it wanders
seeking rest; finding none, it returns to find its former dwelling "swept and put in order" but
empty. The spirit then brings seven others more evil than itself, "and the last state of that person

is worse than the first." The theological principle is clear: spiritual emptiness—the house that is
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clean but vacant—creates dangerous vulnerability to intensified affliction. Mere removal of evil
without positive spiritual filling leaves individuals worse off than before.

The present study operationalizes spiritual vacuum through four dimensions: Meaning-
Deficit refers to the absence of existential purpose, life direction, and ultimate significance
beyond material existence. Transcendence Disconnection describes the lack of relationship with
the divine, absence of spiritual awareness, and disconnection from transcendent reality. Moral
Disorientation involves the breakdown of moral framework, confusion regarding right and
wrong, and absence of internal moral compass. Spiritual Practice Absence describes the lack of
religious participation, prayer, Scripture engagement, and other spiritual disciplines that

normally provide spiritual sustenance and protection.

1.7.4 Integration with Criminological Theory

The spiritual vacuum construct integrates with established criminological theories while
adding a dimension typically neglected in mainstream criminology. Social control theory
(Hirschi, 1969) proposes that bonds to conventional society—attachment, commitment,
involvement, and belief—constrain criminal behavior; when bonds weaken, crime becomes more
likely. Spiritual vacuum can be understood as representing weakened bonds to transcendent
reality and moral tradition, releasing individuals from supernatural constraint. The meaning-
deficit dimension particularly parallels Hirschi's commitment element: individuals who lack
investment in transcendent meaning have less to lose through criminal behavior.

General strain theory (Agnew, 1992) proposes that negative emotions generated by strain
experiences—goal blockage, loss of positive stimuli, presentation of negative stimuli—create
pressure toward criminal coping. Spiritual vacuum, particularly the meaning-deficit and

transcendence disconnection dimensions, may intensify strain by removing spiritual resources
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for coping and meaning-making in the face of adversity. Individuals experiencing profound
spiritual emptiness lack transcendent frameworks for understanding suffering and lack spiritual
community support for navigating difficulties.

Moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999) describes cognitive mechanisms by which
individuals convince themselves that ethical standards do not apply to their conduct, enabling
harmful behavior without self-condemnation. The moral disorientation dimension of spiritual
vacuum represents a more fundamental breakdown of moral framework than the specific
cognitive distortions Bandura identifies. Rather than selectively disengaging from particular
moral standards, the spiritually vacant individual may lack coherent moral standards from which

to disengage.
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Figure 1.1 Theoretical Framework: Spiritual Vacuum and Criminal Behavior Through the

Psychopossession Framework

The conceptual framework illustrates the theoretical relationships among constructs:
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hypothesized causal pathways; correlation coefficients represent findings from the
present study and prior psychopossession research (Pokorny, 2026c).

1.8 Definition of Key Terms

This section provides operational definitions for key terms used throughout this
dissertation. Clear definitions ensure precise understanding of constructs, facilitate replication,
and establish measurement parameters for empirical investigation. Table 1.2 presents these

definitions in summary form, followed by expanded discussion of each term.

Table 1.2 Key Terms and Operational Definitions

Term Operational Definition

Spiritual Vacuum A state of existential meaninglessness,
moral disorientation, transcendent
disconnection, and spiritual practice
absence, measured by the Spiritual
Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-
FCP) across four subscales, with total
scores ranging from 0-140.

Psychopossession The theoretical framework proposing
systematic relationships between spiritual
affliction and psychiatric/behavioral
conditions, characterized by bidirectional
predictive relationships and
complementary explanatory value
(Pokorny, 2026b).

Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) A seven-level continuum conceptualizing
demonic influence from Level 1
(Normative Fallen State) through Levels
2-6 (progressive vulnerability and
oppression) to Level 7 (Complete
Possession), assessed by the SPE-70
instrument with scores 0-100.

Spiritual Affliction Any degree of demonic influence beyond
ordinary temptation, encompassing SPE
Levels 3-7, distinguished from normative
fallen state by involving external spiritual
forces affecting thoughts, emotions,
behaviors, or spiritual life.

Hardened Heart Progressive diminishment of moral

43



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

sensitivity resulting from persistent
unrepented sin, producing callousness,
lack of empathy, and imperviousness to
moral conviction (Hebrews 3:13;
Ephesians 4:19); hypothesized to
correspond to elevated SPE and
psychopathy scores.

Recidivism Reoffending following criminal justice
involvement; operationalized as (a)
general recidivism: any rearrest within 3
years post-release, and (b) violent
recidivism: rearrest for violent offense
within 3 years.

Psychopathy Personality disorder characterized by
interpersonal-affective features (Factor 1)
and lifestyle-antisocial features (Factor 2),
assessed by the Psychopathy Checklist-
Revised (PCL-R) with scores 0-40 and
clinical threshold >30.

PCL-R Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (Hare,
2003); 20-item gold-standard instrument
for assessing psychopathic personality in
forensic populations through structured
interview and file review.

SPE-70 70-item psychometrically validated
instrument measuring placement along the
Spectrum of Possession by Evil across
seven domains (o = .962).

PAP-112 Psychopossession Assessment Protocol;
112-item instrument measuring the
spiritual-psychiatric interface with
demonstrated reliability (a = .94) and
validity.

SV-FCP Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding
Protocol; newly developed instrument for
retrospective assessment of spiritual
vacuum from archival case materials
across four dimensions (o = .89).

Spiritual Vacuum represents the central construct of this study. Drawing upon the biblical
parable of the empty house (Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45), spiritual vacuum describes the

condition of a person whose spiritual life is characterized by absence rather than presence—
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empty rather than filled. Four dimensions operationalize this construct: Meaning-Deficit captures
existential purposelessness, lack of life direction, and absence of ultimate significance.
Transcendence Disconnection captures the absence of divine relationship, spiritual awareness,
and connection to transcendent reality. Moral Disorientation captures breakdown of moral
framework, confusion regarding ethical standards, and absence of reliable internal moral
compass. Spiritual Practice Absence captures lack of religious participation, prayer, Scripture
engagement, and spiritual disciplines. The SV-FCP operationalizes these dimensions through
retrospective coding from comprehensive forensic case files.

Psychopathy, as measured by the PCL-R, provides the primary comparison construct for
understanding the "hardened heart" phenomenon. The PCL-R assesses 20 characteristics
organized into two factors: Factor 1 (interpersonal-affective) includes glibness/superficial charm,
grandiose self-worth, pathological lying, manipulativeness, lack of remorse, shallow affect,
callousness/lack of empathy, and failure to accept responsibility. Factor 2 (lifestyle-antisocial)
includes need for stimulation, parasitic lifestyle, poor behavioral controls, early behavioral
problems, lack of realistic goals, impulsivity, irresponsibility, juvenile delinquency, and
revocation of conditional release. This two-factor structure corresponds theoretically to the
interpersonal-affective manifestations of the hardened heart (Factor 1) and the behavioral

dysregulation accompanying spiritual affliction (Factor 2).

1.9 Assumptions

Several assumptions underlie this research and are necessary for the validity of the
design, data collection, analysis, and conclusions. These assumptions are explicitly
acknowledged to facilitate critical evaluation and clarify the boundaries within which findings

should be interpreted.
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First, this study assumed that the archival data from Department of Justice databases
accurately reflected the characteristics, behaviors, and outcomes of documented offenders.
Government criminal justice databases maintain high standards for data quality given their use in
legal proceedings and policy decisions. However, recording errors, incomplete information, or
systematic biases in original data collection could affect accuracy. This assumption was partially
testable through examination of missing data patterns and comparison of sample characteristics
with published Bureau of Justice Statistics demographic profiles.

Second, the study assumed that retrospective coding of spiritual vacuum indicators from
case file information provided valid approximations of offenders' actual spiritual conditions.
Retrospective coding differs from prospective self-report administration, potentially introducing
discrepancies. However, comprehensive forensic case files contain extensive information from
structured psychiatric interviews, collateral sources, behavioral observations, and psychosocial
histories that provide reasonable bases for inferring spiritual vacuum dimensions. Inter-rater
reliability analyses provided evidence regarding coding consistency.

Third, the study assumed that the SPE-70 and PAP-112 instruments, validated in clinical
and pastoral populations, demonstrate comparable psychometric properties in forensic
populations. While validation research demonstrated exceptional reliability and validity in prior
samples, differences in response patterns within forensic contexts could affect instrument
performance. The present study examined internal consistency reliability in the forensic sample
to address this assumption partially.

Fourth, the study assumed that spiritual vacuum represents a relatively stable individual
difference rather than a highly fluctuating state. If vacuum levels changed dramatically over

short periods, retrospective coding from case files representing information gathered at various
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time points would yield inconsistent data. Psychopossession theory conceptualizes spiritual
conditions as showing relative stability except during significant spiritual events (conversion,
intervention, trauma), supporting this assumption.

Fifth, the study assumed that the Christian theological framework undergirding
psychopossession theory, while originating within Christian tradition, provides constructs
relevant for understanding criminal behavior across religious backgrounds. Many offenders
identify with Christian traditions, enhancing direct applicability. For non-Christian offenders, the
assumption is that underlying spiritual dynamics (emptiness, moral disorientation) manifest

similarly despite different theological frameworks.

1.10 Scope and Delimitations

Delimitations define the boundaries within which this study operated, representing
choices made by the researcher to focus the investigation on specific populations, contexts,
variables, and methods. These boundaries are acknowledged explicitly to clarify what the study
was designed to accomplish and to prevent overgeneralization of findings.

The study was delimited to adult criminal offenders within the United States criminal
justice system. Juvenile offenders were excluded because their developmental status, legal
context, and spiritual formation processes differ from adults in ways that may affect spiritual
vacuum manifestation. Non-U.S. populations were excluded because criminal justice practices,
cultural contexts, and religious environments vary substantially across nations. While findings
may generalize to similar populations in other Western nations with comparable criminal justice
systems, such generalization would require empirical testing.

The study was delimited to archival data analysis rather than prospective self-report

administration. This methodological choice enabled access to large samples with comprehensive
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case file information and documented outcome data that would require years to accumulate
prospectively. However, it precluded direct self-report measurement of spiritual vacuum, relying
instead on retrospective coding from existing documentation. Future research employing
prospective self-report methodology would extend these findings.

The study was delimited to examining spiritual vacuum within the psychopossession
theoretical framework. While other theoretical frameworks for understanding spirituality and
crime exist—including attachment to God theory, religious coping theory, and transpersonal
psychology—the psychopossession framework was selected because it provides validated
instruments (SPE-70, PAP-112) and established forensic applications. Alternative frameworks
could yield different operationalizations and potentially different findings.

The study was delimited to four offense types: violent, property, sexual, and drug
offenses. While other offense categories exist (e.g., fraud, traffic, regulatory violations), the
selected categories represent the most common and theoretically relevant offense types for
examining spiritual vacuum hypotheses. White-collar offenders, for example, might demonstrate
distinct spiritual vacuum profiles but were not specifically sampled.

The study was delimited to examining spiritual vacuum as a risk factor rather than as a
treatment target. While findings have implications for intervention development, the study did
not test whether vacuum-reduction interventions actually decrease recidivism. Such treatment
outcome research would represent an important extension of this work but was beyond the

present study's scope.

1.11 Limitations

Limitations represent constraints on the study arising from methodology, sample

characteristics, or other factors that may affect internal validity, external wvalidity, or
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interpretation of findings. Acknowledging limitations enables appropriate interpretation and
identifies priorities for future research.

The correlational design precluded causal inference. While findings demonstrated
significant relationships between spiritual vacuum and SPE placement/recidivism, the design
cannot establish that spiritual vacuum causes elevated spiritual affliction or increased criminality.
Alternative explanations exist: common third variables (e.g., personality traits, neurobiological
factors) could influence both vacuum and outcomes; reverse causation is possible (criminal
involvement could produce spiritual vacuum rather than vice versa); or the relationship could be
spurious. Structural equation modeling with mediation analysis provided some evidence
regarding causal pathways, but definitive causal conclusions would require longitudinal or
experimental designs.

Retrospective coding of spiritual vacuum from archival materials, while enabling access
to comprehensive case files, differs from prospective self-report measurement. Coders inferred
spiritual vacuum indicators from documentation created for other purposes (psychiatric
evaluation, risk assessment, treatment planning), potentially missing information that direct
assessment would capture. The SV-FCP demonstrated adequate inter-rater reliability (ICC = .88-
91), suggesting acceptable consistency, but direct comparison with self-report measurement
would strengthen validity conclusions.

The sample, while large (N = 600) and stratified by offense type, was drawn from
specific Department of Justice databases that may not represent all U.S. offender populations.
Geographic regions, time periods, and correctional systems represented in the archival data could
affect generalizability. Replication across diverse samples and settings would strengthen

confidence in findings.
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The study relied on criminal justice records for recidivism measurement, which captures
only detected reoffending resulting in rearrest. Actual reoffending rates likely exceed official
rates, and differential detection could introduce bias. Offenders with certain characteristics (e.g.,
more organized, less impulsive) might be more successful at avoiding detection, potentially
attenuating relationships between vacuum and recidivism.

The Christian theological framework undergirding psychopossession theory may limit
applicability to offenders from non-Christian backgrounds. While the study assumed that
underlying spiritual dynamics operate across religious contexts, empirical testing of this
assumption was not possible within the present design. Future research should explicitly examine
whether spiritual vacuum constructs operate similarly across religious and non-religious
populations.

Social desirability and impression management may affect the accuracy of information in
case files, particularly regarding spiritual and religious matters. Offenders might present
themselves as more (or less) spiritually engaged than they actually are, depending on perceived
consequences. While the retrospective coding approach partially addresses this by drawing on

multiple sources rather than self-report alone, some degree of presentation bias likely remains.

1.12 Organization of the Study

This dissertation is organized into six chapters, each contributing distinctive elements to
the comprehensive investigation of spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior. Table
1.3 provides an overview of the dissertation structure, followed by brief descriptions of each

chapter's content and contribution.
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Table 1.3 Dissertation Organization

Chapter Title Primary Content

1 Introduction Problem statement,
purpose, research
questions, significance,
theoretical framework,
definitions

2 Literature Review Biblical-theological
foundations,
psychopossession theory,
criminological integration,
empirical research

3 Methodology Research design, sampling,
instrumentation, data
collection, analytical
procedures

4 Results Descriptive statistics,
reliability analyses,
hypothesis testing,
supplementary analyses

5 Discussion Interpretation of findings,
integration with literature,
implications, limitations

6 Conclusion Summary, contributions,
recommendations, future
research, theological
reflection

Chapter 1 has established the foundation for this research by articulating the problem of
spiritual neglect in forensic science, stating the purpose of investigating spiritual vacuum as a
criminogenic risk factor, presenting research questions and hypotheses, and situating the study
within the psychopossession theoretical framework. The chapter has also defined key terms,
acknowledged assumptions and limitations, and outlined the dissertation structure.

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive literature review spanning four major disciplinary
streams. The biblical-theological section examines scriptural foundations for understanding
spiritual vacuum, including the "empty house" parable, Old Testament perspectives on spiritual

emptiness, hamartiology (doctrine of sin), and the "hardened heart" construct. The
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psychopossession section reviews the theoretical development and empirical validation of the
SPE model and related instruments. The criminological section examines established theories of
criminal behavior and their potential integration with spiritual factors. The empirical section
reviews research on religion/spirituality and crime, risk assessment, and forensic applications of
psychopossession theory.

Chapter 3 presents the research methodology in comprehensive detail. The chapter
describes the quantitative correlational design, the N = 600 stratified sample from Department of
Justice databases, the instrumentation including the SPE-70, PAP-112, PCL-R, and newly
developed SV-FCP, the retrospective coding procedures, and the analytical plan including
correlation, regression, ANOVA, and structural equation modeling. Ethical considerations,
reliability procedures, and quality assurance processes are documented.

Chapter 4 presents the study results organized by research question. Preliminary analyses
report data screening, assumption testing, and instrument reliability. Descriptive statistics
characterize the sample on demographic, criminal history, spiritual vacuum, and SPE variables.
Primary analyses test each hypothesis through appropriate statistical procedures. Supplementary
analyses examine mediation pathways and additional exploratory questions. Tables and figures
present results in accessible formats.

Chapter 5 provides comprehensive discussion of findings. The chapter interprets results
for each research question, explaining substantive meaning beyond statistical significance.
Findings are integrated with existing literature, examining how results confirm, extend, or
challenge prior research. Theoretical implications for psychopossession theory and the spiritual

vacuum construct are articulated. Practical implications for forensic psychology, corrections,
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Christian counseling, prison chaplaincy, and criminal justice policy are developed. Unexpected
findings and study limitations are addressed.

Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation with a comprehensive summary of the study,
synthesis of key findings, articulation of contributions to knowledge, and recommendations for
stakeholders including forensic professionals, correctional administrators, Christian counselors,
prison chaplains, church leaders, and policymakers. Directions for future research extend the
findings toward prospective, intervention, and cross-cultural investigations. Personal reflections
and theological vision conclude the work with perspectives on hope and redemption for the

spiritually vacant offender.

1.13 Chapter Summary

This introductory chapter has established the foundation for a comprehensive
investigation of spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the
psychopossession framework. The chapter opened by identifying a critical gap in forensic
science: despite millennia of theological reflection on the spiritual dimensions of human
wickedness and despite practitioners' observations of profound spiritual emptiness in serious
offenders, mainstream forensic psychology has systematically neglected spiritual factors in
understanding and predicting criminal behavior.

The background section documented the scope of crime and recidivism in the United
States, the limitations of current risk assessment approaches that exclude spiritual dimensions,
the theological concept of the "hardened heart" as a framework for understanding moral
deterioration, and the emergence of psychopossession theory as an empirically validated

approach to the spiritual-psychiatric interface. The problem statement articulated the specific gap
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addressed by this research: the absence of empirical understanding regarding spiritual vacuum as
a criminogenic risk factor.

The purpose statement specified that this quantitative, correlational study investigated
spiritual vacuum by examining relationships between vacuum indicators, SPE placement, and
criminal justice outcomes in N = 600 adult offenders. Three research questions with multiple
hypotheses guided the investigation: (1) the relationship between spiritual vacuum and SPE
placement, (2) the predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for recidivism, and (3) offense-type
differences in vacuum profiles.

The significance section demonstrated that this research makes contributions across
theoretical, empirical, and practical domains relevant to forensic psychologists, criminologists,
correctional professionals, Christian counselors, prison chaplains, church leaders, and criminal
justice policymakers. The theoretical framework section situated the study within
psychopossession theory, explaining the SPE model, the spiritual vacuum concept, and
integration with criminological theory.

Key terms were defined operationally to ensure precision in communication and
measurement. Assumptions underlying the research were acknowledged, including assumptions
regarding archival data accuracy, retrospective coding validity, instrument generalizability to
forensic populations, and construct stability. Scope and delimitations specified the boundaries
within which the study operated: adult U.S. offenders, archival methodology, psychopossession
framework, selected offense types. Limitations were acknowledged regarding correlational
design constraints on causal inference, retrospective coding differences from prospective

measurement, sample representativeness, and theological framework applicability.
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The organization section previewed the dissertation structure, with Chapter 2 providing
comprehensive literature review, Chapter 3 detailing methodology, Chapter 4 presenting results,
Chapter 5 discussing findings, and Chapter 6 offering conclusions and recommendations. This
structure enables systematic development of the argument, rigorous presentation of evidence,
and comprehensive discussion of implications.

In summary, this dissertation represents a pioneering investigation at the intersection of
Christian theology, forensic psychology, and criminology. By examining whether spiritual
vacuum contributes to understanding the "hardened heart" phenomenon characteristic of serious
offenders, this research advances both scientific understanding and practical application. The
findings—with 80% hypothesis support, significant SV-SPE correlation (r = .40), and
demonstrated incremental predictive validity for recidivism (AAUC = .029-.060)—validate
spiritual vacuum as a measurable, theoretically meaningful construct with profound implications

for assessment, intervention, and transformation of the spiritually vacant offender.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction to the Literature Review

The examination of spiritual vacancy as a criminogenic risk factor represents a
groundbreaking integration of theological anthropology, forensic psychology, and criminological
theory. This literature review provides a comprehensive examination of the scholarly foundations
necessary for understanding how spiritual emptiness—conceptualized as a state of existential
meaninglessness, transcendent disconnection, and moral disorientation—may contribute to the
development of criminal behavior, particularly among offenders exhibiting the "hardened heart"
phenomenon described in both Scripture and contemporary psychopathy research. The
convergence of these disciplinary streams offers unprecedented opportunities for developing
biopsychosocial-spiritual models of criminal behavior that honor both empirical criminology and
theological anthropology.

The present chapter undertakes a systematic review of literature spanning biblical-
theological foundations, psychological theories of moral development and disengagement,
criminological frameworks addressing risk factors, and emerging empirical research on the
psychopossession construct developed by Pokorny (2026a, 2026b, 2026¢). This integration is
essential because the "spiritually vacant offender"—the individual whose spiritual condition has
deteriorated to profound depths, manifesting as callousness, lack of empathy, and complete
absence of remorse—cannot be adequately understood through purely naturalistic psychological
constructs. Traditional criminological theories, while valuable, fail to capture what practitioners
working with the most serious offenders intuitively recognize: the presence of something deeper,
darker, and more fundamentally disordered than psychological pathology alone can explain

(Douglas et al., 2006; Hare, 2003).
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The purpose of this literature review is fivefold: (a) to establish the biblical-theological
foundations for understanding spiritual vacuum as a precursor to moral corruption and criminal
behavior; (b) to examine the theoretical development and empirical validation of
psychopossession theory and the Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) model; (c) to review
traditional criminological theories and their potential integration with spiritual constructs; (d) to
analyze the relationship between psychopathy, spiritual vacancy, and criminal behavior; and (e)
to identify gaps in existing research that the present study addresses. This comprehensive review
demonstrates that spiritual vacuum represents a critically understudied yet theoretically robust
construct with significant implications for forensic assessment, correctional intervention, and

criminal justice policy.

Purpose and Scope

This literature review encompasses four major disciplinary domains essential for
establishing the scholarly foundation for understanding the spiritually vacant offender. First,
theological literature provides the doctrinal and scriptural foundations for understanding spiritual
emptiness, the hardened heart, and progressive moral deterioration resulting from persistent
rejection of divine truth. This includes comprehensive examination of the "empty house" parable
(Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45), Old Testament perspectives on spiritual emptiness,
hamartiology (the doctrine of sin), and the hardened heart concept as developed across Scripture
and theological tradition. Second, psychological literature supplies empirical data regarding
psychopathy, moral disengagement, meaning in life, and the psychological correlates of spiritual
vacancy. Third, criminological literature provides theoretical frameworks for understanding
criminal behavior and risk assessment, enabling integration of spiritual constructs with

established criminogenic factors. Fourth, the emerging psychopossession literature—
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representing the first systematic empirical investigation of the spiritual-psychiatric interface—
provides validated instruments and theoretical frameworks for measuring spiritual affliction in
forensic populations.

The scope of this review extends from ancient theological sources through contemporary
empirical research, reflecting the necessity of grounding spiritual constructs in historical tradition
while demonstrating their measurability through modern scientific methodology. Biblical
exegesis draws upon standard academic translations (ESV, NRSV, NIV, NASB) with attention
to original Hebrew and Greek terminology where relevant. Theological sources span patristic
writers through Reformation theologians to contemporary systematic theologians across
ecumenical traditions. Psychological and criminological literature emphasizes peer-reviewed
research from the past three decades, with particular attention to meta-analyses, longitudinal

studies, and validation research establishing the empirical foundations for proposed constructs.

Organization of the Chapter

This chapter is organized into eleven sections following traditional dissertation literature
review structure. Following this introduction, Section 2.2 examines the biblical-theological
foundations of spiritual vacuum, including the "empty house" parable, Old Testament
perspectives on spiritual emptiness, hamartiology, and the hardened heart construct. Section 2.3
presents the psychopossession theoretical framework, tracing its historical development, core
propositions, and relationship to traditional demonology. Section 2.4 examines the Spectrum of
Possession by Evil (SPE) model, including the seven levels of the spectrum, the SPE-70 and
PAP-112 assessment instruments, and forensic validation studies. Section 2.5 reviews
criminological theories and their potential integration with spiritual factors. Section 2.6

specifically examines the relationship between psychopathy and spiritual vacancy, including
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neurobiological correlates and the theological construct of the "seared conscience." Section 2.7
reviews literature on religion, spirituality, and criminal justice, including faith-based
programming and desistance research. Section 2.8 examines risk assessment in criminal justice
and the potential integration of spiritual factors. Section 2.9 addresses forensic applications of
psychopossession theory, including legal considerations and ethical issues. Section 2.10 provides
synthesis and identification of gaps in the literature. Section 2.11 concludes with a chapter

summary.

Biblical-Theological Foundations of Spiritual Vacuum

The theological concept of spiritual vacuum—a state of emptiness, disconnection from
transcendent reality, and moral disorientation—finds profound expression across the biblical
canon. Understanding this construct requires examination of key scriptural passages, theological
traditions, and the progressive revelation of how spiritual emptiness creates vulnerability to
moral corruption and, ultimately, behavioral manifestations including criminal conduct. This
section establishes the biblical-theological foundations essential for understanding spiritual
vacuum as a criminogenic factor, demonstrating that Scripture presents a consistent picture of

how rejection of divine truth leads to progressive hardening and eventual bondage to sin.

The 'Empty House' Parable (Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45)

The parable of the empty house, recorded in both Luke 11:24-26 and Matthew 12:43-45,
provides the most explicit scriptural foundation for understanding spiritual vacuum and its
consequences. Jesus taught: "When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through
waterless places seeking rest, and finding none it says, 'l will return to my house from which I

came.' And when it comes, it finds the house swept and put in order. Then it goes and brings
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seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there. And the last state of that
person is worse than the first" (Luke 11:24-26, ESV). This passage establishes several
theological principles essential for understanding spiritual vacuum.

First, the parable presents the danger of spiritual emptiness—a house that is "swept and
put in order" yet remains fundamentally empty. The Greek term oyordlovta (scholazonta),
translated "empty" in Matthew 12:44, derives from oyoln, indicating leisure, vacancy, or a state
of being unoccupied (Danker, 2000). The house has been cleansed of the unclean spirit but
remains vacant, without positive spiritual content to fill the void. France (2007) observed that
this imagery presents reformation without transformation—moral improvement without spiritual
regeneration. The house is tidied externally but lacks the indwelling presence that would provide
protection against re-invasion.

Second, the parable indicates that spiritual vacuum attracts intensified demonic influence.
The returning spirit brings "seven other spirits more evil than itself," resulting in a condition
worse than the original affliction. The number seven in biblical numerology often signifies
completeness or perfection (Beale, 2008), suggesting that the empty state creates vulnerability to
comprehensive spiritual devastation. Green (1997) noted that this escalation pattern reflects both
the progressive nature of spiritual bondage and the particular danger of spiritual neutrality. The
vacated spiritual space does not remain neutral but becomes a target for occupation.

Third, the parable establishes a temporal sequence with forensic implications. The initial
state represents some degree of affliction; the intermediate state represents apparent
improvement (the house swept clean); the final state represents dramatically worsened condition.
This trajectory parallels patterns observed in offender populations where periods of apparent

reform are followed by escalating criminal behavior. Bock (1996) argued that Jesus' teaching
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addresses the insufficiency of mere behavioral modification without spiritual transformation—a
principle with profound implications for correctional rehabilitation. Programs that address
behavioral symptoms without filling the spiritual vacuum may leave offenders vulnerable to
worse outcomes than before.

Fourth, the contextual placement of this parable in both Gospels connects it to broader
themes of spiritual warfare and discernment. In Matthew, the parable follows Jesus' discourse on
binding the "strong man" (12:29) and precedes his pronouncement regarding the "evil
generation" that seeks signs (12:39-42). In Luke, the parable follows Jesus' defense against
accusations of casting out demons by Beelzebul (11:14-23) and his teaching on true blessedness
(11:27-28). These contexts establish that the empty house teaching addresses fundamental
questions about how individuals and communities respond to divine revelation. Those who
experience spiritual deliverance but fail to receive positive spiritual content—faith, truth,
righteousness, the indwelling Spirit—remain vulnerable to worse affliction (Nolland, 2005).

The forensic application of this parable is significant. Criminal offenders who undergo
rehabilitation programs may experience behavioral improvement analogous to the swept and
ordered house. However, if underlying spiritual vacuum is not addressed—if meaning,
transcendent connection, and moral grounding remain absent—the parable suggests vulnerability
to worse outcomes. Empirical research on faith-based programming and desistance supports this
pattern, with spiritually transformative experiences showing stronger effects on recidivism than
mere behavioral modification (Johnson, 2011; Jang et al., 2018). The empty house parable thus
provides theological warrant for examining spiritual vacuum as a risk factor and spiritual

transformation as a protective factor in forensic populations.
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Old Testament Perspectives on Spiritual Emptiness and Moral Decline

The Old Testament provides extensive testimony regarding the relationship between
spiritual condition and moral behavior, establishing foundational patterns that inform New
Testament developments and contemporary understanding of spiritual vacuum. While the Old
Testament does not employ the precise terminology of "spiritual vacuum," it presents consistent
themes of spiritual emptiness leading to moral corruption, the progressive nature of sin, and the
consequences of rejecting divine wisdom and truth.

The Hebrew concept of lebab (227) or leb (27), typically translated "heart," provides the
central anthropological category for understanding spiritual condition in the Old Testament.
Unlike modern Western usage, which associates "heart" primarily with emotion, the Hebrew
term encompasses the entire inner person—intellect, will, emotion, and spiritual orientation
(Wolff, 1974). The heart is the seat of understanding (Proverbs 2:2), decision-making (1 Kings
3:9), moral orientation (Psalm 51:10), and relationship with God (Deuteronomy 6:5).
Consequently, the condition of the heart determines the moral trajectory of the person. As
Proverbs 4:23 declares, "Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life"
(ESV).

The Old Testament presents idolatry as the paradigmatic expression of spiritual vacuum
and its consequences. Idolatry represents the exchange of the true God for false gods—a
fundamental misdirection of worship that creates spiritual emptiness and moral degradation.
Psalm 115:4-8 describes idols as having mouths but not speaking, eyes but not seeing, ears but
not hearing—and concludes with the devastating statement: "Those who make them become like
them; so do all who trust in them" (v. 8, ESV). Beale (2008) provided comprehensive analysis of

this "becoming like what you worship" theme, demonstrating that throughout Scripture, idol
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worshipers progressively conform to the characteristics of their non-living, non-seeing, non-
hearing gods. This theological principle establishes that spiritual misdirection produces
corresponding moral and psychological effects—a pattern directly relevant to understanding how
spiritual vacuum affects offender populations.

The prophetic literature extensively documents the relationship between spiritual
emptiness and moral-social dysfunction. Jeremiah 2:13 presents the LORD's indictment: "My
people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and
hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water" (ESV). This imagery
captures both the abandonment of the true source of spiritual life and the futility of substitutes
that cannot satisfy. The "broken cisterns" represent attempted replacements for divine
relationship that inevitably fail, leaving individuals in worse spiritual condition than before.
Lundbom (1999) observed that Jeremiah's cistern imagery anticipates the empty house parable—
both texts address the inadequacy of human solutions to spiritual need and the worse conditions
resulting from attempted substitutes for genuine divine relationship.

Isaiah 59 provides particularly relevant testimony for understanding spiritual vacuum's
relationship to criminal behavior. The chapter begins with assurance that "the LORD's hand is
not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot hear" (v. 1, ESV)—establishing
that divine ability is not the problem. Rather, "your iniquities have made a separation between
you and your God" (v. 2). The subsequent description of the people's condition presents a
comprehensive picture of moral corruption: "Their feet run to evil, and they are swift to shed
innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity; desolation and destruction are in their
highways" (v. 7, ESV). This progression—from spiritual separation to comprehensive moral

corruption including violence—illustrates the trajectory from spiritual vacuum to criminal
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behavior. Oswalt (1998) argued that Isaiah 59 presents separation from God as the root cause of
the social and moral dysfunction catalogued in the chapter, establishing a causal sequence from
spiritual to behavioral domains.

The Wisdom literature provides additional perspective on spiritual vacuum through the
concept of the "fool" (Hebrew: 2K, ewil; 203, kesil; 223, nabal). The biblical fool is not
primarily intellectually deficient but spiritually and morally disordered. Psalm 14:1 declares,
"The fool says in his heart, 'There is no God.' They are corrupt, they do abominations; there is
none who does good" (ESV). The fool's denial or practical rejection of God produces moral
corruption—a direct connection between spiritual orientation and behavioral outcome. Proverbs
extensively develops this theme, presenting the fool as resistant to instruction (12:15), quick-
tempered (14:17), destructive (17:12), and self-confident in wrong paths (12:15). Fox (2000)
observed that Proverbs presents folly as a spiritual-moral condition that progressively worsens

without divine intervention, paralleling the trajectory of the hardened heart.

Hamartiology and Progressive Bondage to Sin

Hamartiology—the theological doctrine of sin—provides essential framework for
understanding how spiritual vacuum relates to progressive moral deterioration and, ultimately,
criminal behavior. Christian theological tradition has developed sophisticated understanding of
sin's nature, origins, effects, and progressive development that directly informs the concept of the
spiritually vacant offender. This section examines key hamartiological concepts relevant to
understanding spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic factor.

The doctrine of original sin establishes that all human persons, following Adam's fall,
exist in a state of spiritual corruption and separation from God. Augustine of Hippo (354-430

CE) provided the most influential articulation of this doctrine in the Western tradition, arguing
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that original sin transmitted both guilt and corrupted nature to all Adam's descendants
(Augustine, 397-398/1991). While theological traditions differ regarding the precise mechanisms
of transmission and extent of corruption, broad Christian consensus affirms that humanity's
baseline condition involves disordered desires, weakened will, darkened understanding, and
disrupted relationship with God. This universal condition of original sin constitutes the
foundational spiritual vulnerability upon which additional factors—including persistent personal
sin, environmental influences, and demonic activity—may build toward more severe spiritual
affliction (Blocher, 1997).

Scripture presents sin as developmental rather than static—a progressive trajectory from
initial temptation through action, habit, and eventual bondage. James 1:14-15 articulates this
progression: "But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then
desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death"
(ESV). This developmental model identifies stages: desire (¢mBopia, epithymia), enticement,
conception, birth of sin, maturation of sin, and death as the final outcome. The imagery of
conception, birth, and growth indicates that sin operates as a living, developing reality within
persons—beginning small but, if unchecked, growing to comprehensive dominion. McKnight
(2011) observed that James presents sin as having a "life cycle" that parallels biological
development, suggesting that early intervention offers better prospects than later-stage
engagement with entrenched sin patterns.

Paul's letter to the Romans provides the most systematic New Testament treatment of
sin's progressive nature and comprehensive effects. Romans 1:18-32 presents a theological
trajectory describing humanity's descent into increasingly degraded conditions following

rejection of divine truth. The passage identifies a sequence: suppressing truth (v. 18), failing to
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honor God despite evidence of His existence (vv. 19-20), becoming futile in thinking and
darkened in understanding (v. 21), exchanging God's glory for idols (vv. 22-23), and being
"given over" by God to the consequences of their choices (vv. 24, 26, 28). This threefold "giving
over" (mapédwkev, paredoken) marks escalating stages of moral corruption: first to impurity and
dishonoring of bodies (v. 24), then to dishonorable passions (v. 26), and finally to a "debased
mind" (&doxyov vodv, adokimon noun) resulting in "all manner of unrighteousness" (v. 28-29;
Moo, 1996).

The comprehensive vice list in Romans 1:29-31 provides specific content for what "all
manner of unrighteousness" entails: "They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil,
covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are
gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to
parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless" (ESV). Notably, this list includes behaviors directly
relevant to criminological analysis: murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness, and ruthlessness. Paul
presents these behaviors not as isolated incidents but as outcomes of a progressive spiritual
trajectory beginning with rejection of truth and culminating in comprehensive moral corruption.
Schreiner (1998) argued that Romans 1 presents a "downward spiral" in which each stage of
rebellion leads to worse conditions, consistent with the trajectory from spiritual vacuum to
criminal behavior proposed in the present study.

The concept of sin as bondage or slavery appears prominently in both Testaments. Jesus
taught that "everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin" (John 8:34, ESV), employing the
metaphor of slavery to indicate loss of freedom resulting from persistent sin. Paul similarly
described his pre-Christian state as one in which "I am of the flesh, sold under sin" (Romans

7:14, ESV). This slavery metaphor indicates that sin, once practiced, gains progressive power
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over the person—a pattern consistent with addiction models and habitual behavior research. The
forensic implications are significant: offenders presenting with deeply entrenched criminal
patterns may be experiencing what Scripture describes as slavery to sin—a condition requiring
spiritual liberation rather than merely behavioral modification. Wright (2002) noted that Paul's
slavery-to-freedom language anticipates contemporary understanding of addiction and
compulsion, suggesting that theological categories may illuminate phenomena that purely

naturalistic explanations struggle to address.

The Hardened Heart in Scripture: Pharaoh, Israel, and Romans 1:18-32

The biblical concept of the "hardened heart" provides perhaps the most direct theological
parallel to the construct of the spiritually vacant offender exhibiting psychopathic features.
Scripture employs heart-hardening language extensively to describe a condition of moral
insensitivity, resistance to divine conviction, and progressive inability to respond to truth.
Understanding this construct in its biblical development illuminates the theological foundations
of spiritual vacancy and its relationship to criminal behavior characterized by callousness, lack of
empathy, and absence of remorse.

The paradigmatic case of heart-hardening appears in the Exodus narrative regarding
Pharaoh. The text presents a complex picture involving both Pharaoh's self-hardening and divine
hardening. In Exodus 7-14, three distinct Hebrew terms describe the hardening: p177 (chazaq),
meaning to strengthen or make firm (7:13, 22; 8:19; 9:12, 35); 723 (kabed), meaning to make
heavy or dull (7:14; 8:15, 32; 9:7, 34; 10:1); and 7¥p (qashah), meaning to make stubborn or
obstinate (7:3; 13:15). Significantly, the narrative indicates both divine agency ("the LORD
hardened Pharaoh's heart," Exodus 9:12) and human agency ("Pharaoh hardened his heart,"

Exodus 8:32). Childs (1974) argued that this dual attribution reflects the biblical understanding
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that God's judicial hardening confirms and intensifies the hardening that humans initiate through
their own choices—a pattern directly relevant to understanding how spiritual vacuum develops
and intensifies over time.

The sequential pattern in Exodus is instructive: in the earlier plague narratives, Pharaoh is
described as hardening his own heart (Exodus 8:15, 32; 9:34); in later narratives, the text shifts to
divine hardening (Exodus 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:8). This progression suggests that
persistent human resistance eventually crosses a threshold after which God judicially confirms
the chosen direction. Piper (2007) interpreted this pattern as divine withdrawal of common grace
restraints that had previously prevented complete hardening. The forensic parallel is significant:
offenders who persistently reject moral truth and conscience may eventually reach a condition
where natural restraints no longer function effectively—what Scripture describes as being "given
over" to the consequences of their choices. This trajectory from voluntary to involuntary
hardness corresponds to clinical observations of psychopathic offenders who appear to have lost
capacities for empathy and remorse that may once have been present.

The prophetic literature extends heart-hardening language to Israel as a nation. Isaiah 6:9-
10, cited by Jesus (Matthew 13:14-15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10) and Paul (Acts 28:26-27),
describes the prophetic mission in terms of producing hardening: "Make the heart of this people
dull, and their ears heavy, and blind their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their
ears, and understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed" (ESV). This judicial hardening
results from persistent rejection of prophetic word—the same truth that would bring healing
instead produces further hardening when rejected. Motyer (1993) observed that this paradox
reflects the double effect of divine revelation: the same light that illuminates the receptive heart

blinds the resistant one. The forensic application suggests that repeated rejection of moral truth—
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whether through correctional programming, pastoral counsel, or conscience—may produce
progressive hardening rather than improvement.

Hebrews 3:7-19 provides the New Testament's most sustained warning against heart-
hardening, drawing upon Psalm 95 and Israel's wilderness rebellion. The author warns believers:
"Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall
away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 'today,' that
none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin" (Hebrews 3:12-13, ESV). Several
features of this text are significant for understanding spiritual vacuum. First, hardening is
presented as a process that occurs over time ("every day... as long as it is called 'today'),
indicating progressive development. Second, hardening results from "the deceitfulness of sin,"
suggesting that sin's progressive effect involves distortion of perception and judgment. Third,
mutual exhortation ("exhort one another") is presented as a means of preventing hardening,
indicating that community and accountability serve protective functions. Lane (1991) argued that
Hebrews presents hardening as the cumulative effect of persistent sin and neglect of spiritual
disciplines—a pattern consistent with the spiritual vacuum construct's emphasis on meaning-
deficit, transcendence disconnection, and spiritual practice absence.

Ephesians 4:17-19 provides perhaps the most explicit New Testament description of the
hardened heart's characteristics: "Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer
walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding,
alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of
heart. They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice
every kind of impurity" (ESV). The Greek term amolyéw (apalgeo), translated "become callous"

(ESV, NIV) or "being past feeling" (KJV), indicates loss of moral sensation—an inability to feel
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guilt, shame, or empathy regarding wrongful conduct. Lincoln (1990) noted that this term
suggests the hardened heart has become "anesthetized" to moral reality, incapable of normal
moral responses. This description parallels remarkably the clinical presentation of psychopathy:
shallow affect, lack of empathy, absence of remorse, and persistent engagement in harmful
behaviors without apparent internal restraint.

Paul's reference to those "having their conscience seared with a hot iron" (1 Timothy 4:2,
ESV) employs distinctive imagery for the same phenomenon. The Greek kekavotnpracuéveov
(kekausteriasmenos), from kavompiédlm (kauteriazo, "to brand with a hot iron"), suggests that
the conscience has been damaged to the point of insensitivity—Ilike flesh that has been cauterized
and no longer feels pain. Mounce (2000) observed that this imagery presents the seared
conscience as the end result of persistent moral violation: repeated overriding of conscience
eventually destroys its capacity to function. The forensic implications are significant: offenders
presenting with apparent absence of conscience may be exhibiting what Scripture describes as
the "seared" or "cauterized" conscience—a condition resulting from persistent sin that has
damaged the moral faculty itself. This theological construct corresponds to Factor 1 psychopathy
(interpersonal-affective features) as measured by the PCL-R, with both describing conditions of

moral insensitivity that appear to transcend conscious choice.

The Psychopossession Theoretical Framework

Psychopossession theory, developed by Pokorny (2026a, 2026b, 2026¢), represents a
groundbreaking integration of theological demonology with empirical psychological and
psychiatric assessment. The theory proposes systematic relationships between placement on the
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) and diagnosable psychiatric conditions, providing the first

comprehensive empirical framework for investigating the spiritual-psychiatric interface. This
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section examines the historical development, theoretical foundations, core propositions, and
empirical validation of psychopossession theory, establishing its relevance for understanding the

spiritually vacant offender.

Historical Development of Psychopossession Theory

The development of psychopossession theory emerged from recognition of a significant
gap in both theological scholarship and clinical practice: the absence of frameworks adequately
addressing the relationship between spiritual affliction and psychiatric symptomatology.
Throughout Christian history, practitioners—including clergy, pastoral counselors, and those
engaged in deliverance ministry—have observed apparent connections between spiritual
condition and psychological presentation. However, these observations remained largely
anecdotal, lacking systematic theoretical articulation and empirical validation. Psychopossession
theory addresses this lacuna by operationalizing theological constructs for empirical
investigation while maintaining theological integrity (Pokorny, 2026a).

The historical background of the theory draws upon multiple streams of thought. First,
the Christian demonological tradition, spanning from patristic writers through medieval
scholasticism to contemporary deliverance ministry, provided theological foundations regarding
demonic entities, their capacities, and their methods of influencing human persons. Figures
including Origen, Tertullian, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and more recently Neil Anderson,
Charles Kraft, and Francis MacNutt developed frameworks for understanding demonic activity
that inform the SPE model (Ferber, 2004; Levack, 2013). Second, the emergence of
psychological science in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries provided empirical
methodologies and diagnostic frameworks that could be brought into dialogue with theological

categories. Third, the religion-health research movement demonstrated that religious and
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spiritual factors could be measured reliably and correlated with health outcomes, establishing
precedent for the kind of integration psychopossession theory pursues (Koenig et al., 2012).

Psychopossession theory specifically emerged from clinical and pastoral observations
that certain psychiatric presentations appeared to co-occur systematically with indicators of
spiritual affliction as understood in Christian tradition. Individuals diagnosed with personality
disorders—particularly antisocial, borderline, and narcissistic personality disorders—frequently
exhibited features that theological tradition would identify as spiritual oppression: resistance to
spiritual truth, profound relational dysfunction, identity disturbance, and patterns of behavior that
seemed to transcend volitional control. Similarly, individuals with dissociative disorders often
reported experiences that resembled, and were sometimes interpreted as, demonic influence:
feeling controlled by external forces, experiencing identity fragmentation, and exhibiting
behaviors inconsistent with their normal personality. These observations suggested that spiritual
and psychiatric phenomena, rather than representing competing explanations, might be

systematically related (Pokorny, 2026b).

Core Propositions and Constructs

Psychopossession theory articulates five core propositions that specify the nature and
magnitude of relationships between spiritual affliction and psychiatric conditions. These
propositions guide empirical investigation while maintaining the complementary relationship
between theological and psychiatric frameworks. Understanding these propositions is essential
for grasping the theory's forensic applications and relevance to the spiritually vacant offender
construct.

Proposition 1 states that psychiatric conditions predict placement on the Spectrum of

Possession by Evil. Individuals meeting diagnostic criteria for target psychiatric conditions—
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including Antisocial Personality Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder, Narcissistic
Personality Disorder, Substance Use Disorders, Dissociative Disorders, Psychotic Disorders, and
Trauma-Related Disorders—demonstrate elevated SPE placement relative to those without such
diagnoses. This proposition reflects the theoretical understanding that psychiatric pathology
creates vulnerability to demonic influence by disrupting the psychological integrity that normally
provides protection against spiritual exploitation. Validation studies confirmed this proposition,
with clinical samples demonstrating significantly higher SPE scores than community samples (d
= 0.703; Pokorny, 2026b).

Proposition 2 states that SPE placement predicts psychiatric conditions. Individuals at
elevated SPE levels demonstrate greater psychiatric symptom severity than those at lower levels.
This proposition reflects the theological understanding that spiritual affliction produces
psychological consequences—that the soul under demonic influence suffers in ways that parallel
and overlap with psychiatric symptom presentations. Validation studies demonstrated this
bidirectional relationship, with SPE placement significantly predicting composite psychiatric
symptom severity (R? = .441) and psychiatric symptoms significantly predicting SPE placement
(R? = .478; Pokorny, 2026b). These bidirectional effects support the theory's contention of
systematic comorbidity rather than mere coincidental co-occurrence.

Proposition 3 states that behavioral and psychological attributes associated with spiritual
affliction overlap substantially with features of psychiatric disorders. The theological construct
of the "hardened heart" corresponds to the clinical features of psychopathy: callous affect,
empathy deficits, grandiosity, manipulativeness, and absence of remorse. The identity
fragmentation characteristic of dissociative disorders corresponds to the loss of integrated

selthood described in accounts of demonic oppression. The compulsive behaviors of substance
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use disorders correspond to the bondage to sin described in Scripture. These overlaps are not
merely surface similarities but reflect deep conceptual and potentially ontological connections
between spiritual and psychiatric phenomena. Validation studies confirmed significant
correlations between SPE-70 scores and measures of specific psychiatric conditions, ranging
from r = .39 for antisocial features to r = .56 for dissociative symptoms (Pokorny, 2026b).

Proposition 4 states that a dynamic, bidirectional relationship exists between sin, demonic
influence, and psychiatric symptomatology. Choices to sin create openings for demonic
influence; demonic influence intensifies sinful inclinations and behaviors; persistent sin patterns
produce psychological consequences that may meet criteria for psychiatric diagnosis; psychiatric
conditions in turn create vulnerabilities that demonic forces can exploit. This spiral can operate
in either direction—toward increasing affliction through continued sin and spiritual neglect, or
toward restoration through repentance, spiritual intervention, and treatment. This proposition
captures the developmental trajectory described in Scripture (James 1:14-15; Romans 1:18-32)
while providing framework for understanding how spiritual and psychiatric factors interact
dynamically over time.

Proposition 5, of crucial importance for the theory's practical viability, states that spiritual
and psychiatric explanations are complementary rather than competing. The recognition of
demonic influence does not negate the reality of psychiatric conditions with neurobiological
substrates and evidence-based treatments. Conversely, the recognition of psychiatric conditions
does not negate the reality of spiritual affliction requiring spiritual intervention. Comprehensive
understanding and effective care require attention to both dimensions in their interrelationship.

This proposition establishes psychopossession theory as a biopsychosocial-spiritual framework
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that extends rather than replaces existing models, enabling collaboration between mental health

professionals and pastoral practitioners (Pokorny, 2026b).

The Five Propositions of Psychopossession

The five propositions of psychopossession theory warrant detailed examination for their
implications regarding the spiritually vacant offender. Each proposition generates specific
predictions for forensic populations that empirical investigation can test, thereby validating or
refining the theory through forensic application.

Regarding Proposition 1—psychiatric conditions predicting SPE placement—the forensic
application is direct. Criminal offenders demonstrate elevated rates of psychiatric conditions,
particularly antisocial personality disorder, substance use disorders, and trauma-related
conditions (Teplin et al., 2002; Fazel & Danesh, 2002). If psychiatric conditions predict SPE
placement, forensic populations should exhibit significantly elevated SPE scores compared to
general population norms. This prediction was confirmed in validation studies: forensic
populations demonstrated a 14-point mean difference in SPE scores compared to general
population norms (d = 0.703), with 41% of forensic offenders scoring at clinical threshold levels
(SPE Level 4+, Mild Oppression or higher; Pokorny, 2026c). This elevation suggests that
spiritual affliction is indeed prevalent among forensic populations, supporting the relevance of
spiritual assessment in forensic contexts.

Regarding Proposition 2—SPE placement predicting psychiatric conditions—forensic
applications include identifying offenders whose behavioral presentations may have spiritual
dimensions requiring intervention beyond traditional psychiatric treatment. If elevated SPE
placement predicts greater psychiatric symptom severity, offenders at higher spectrum levels

may present with more treatment-resistant conditions. Clinical observations support this pattern:
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offenders demonstrating the "hardened heart" profile (high SPE with callous affect and absence
of remorse) often respond poorly to conventional treatment approaches. This prediction
generates testable hypotheses regarding differential treatment response based on SPE level and
spiritual intervention integration.

Regarding Proposition 3—the overlap between spiritual affliction features and
psychiatric disorder features—forensic applications are particularly significant for psychopathy.
The PCL-R Factor 1 features (interpersonal-affective: glibness, grandiosity, lack of empathy,
shallow affect, lack of remorse, manipulativeness) correspond remarkably to the biblical
description of the hardened heart: callousness, moral insensitivity, exploitation of others, and
imperviousness to conviction. Validation studies demonstrated a large positive correlation
between SPE-70 total scores and PCL-R total scores (r =.702, p <.001), explaining 49% of
variance. Factor 1 specifically correlated at r = .65, consistent with theoretical predictions that
the hardened heart construct would show particularly strong relationship with interpersonal-
affective psychopathy features (Pokorny, 2026c¢). This finding suggests that psychopathy,
particularly its core affective features, may represent the clinical manifestation of the
theologically described hardened heart.

Regarding Proposition 4—dynamic bidirectional relationships between sin, demonic
influence, and psychiatric symptomatology—forensic applications include understanding
criminal careers and recidivism patterns. The spiral model predicts that offenders who persist in
criminal behavior without repentance or spiritual intervention will demonstrate progressive
worsening on both spiritual and psychiatric dimensions. Conversely, offenders who experience
genuine spiritual transformation—what desistance research describes as "redemption scripts" and

"turning points"—may show improvement across both dimensions. The theory thus provides
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framework for understanding why some offenders desist while others persist, with spiritual
transformation representing a mechanism of change that transcends behavioral modification
alone (Maruna, 2001; Giordano et al., 2002).

Regarding Proposition 5—complementary rather than competing explanations—forensic
applications include developing integrated assessment and intervention approaches. Rather than
forced choices between psychiatric and spiritual frameworks, forensic evaluators can employ
both, assessing psychiatric conditions through standard instruments while evaluating spiritual
factors through the SPE-70 and PAP-112. Treatment planning can integrate psychiatric
intervention (medication, psychotherapy) with spiritual intervention (pastoral counseling, faith-
based programming, deliverance ministry where appropriate). This integrated approach respects
both the genuine reality of psychiatric conditions and the genuine reality of spiritual affliction,

enabling comprehensive care that addresses the whole person (Koenig, 2007).

Relationship to Traditional Demonology

Psychopossession theory stands in continuity with traditional Christian demonology
while extending it through empirical operationalization. The theory does not propose novel
theological claims regarding demonic entities, their nature, or their activities. Rather, it takes
established theological affirmations—that demons exist, that they can influence humans to
varying degrees, that such influence can be resisted or overcome through divine resources—and
develops systematic frameworks for assessment and investigation. Understanding this
relationship to tradition establishes the theory's theological legitimacy while clarifying its
distinctive contributions.

Traditional Christian demonology, developed from patristic through medieval periods,

distinguished between various forms of demonic influence. Ordinary demonic activity includes
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temptation, which all humans experience as part of spiritual warfare. Extraordinary demonic
activity includes obsession (external harassment), oppression (more intense affliction affecting
behavior and emotion), and possession (control over bodily functions and behavior). This
categorical distinction has guided pastoral practice and exorcism ministry for centuries, with
different interventions appropriate for different categories. The Roman Ritual (Rituale
Romanum), codified in 1614 but drawing on centuries of accumulated practice, established
criteria for distinguishing genuine possession from natural illness (Amorth, 1999; Young, 2016).

Psychopossession theory extends this traditional framework by reconceptualizing
categorical distinctions as a continuous spectrum. Rather than discrete categories (temptation vs.
oppression vs. possession), the SPE model proposes a seven-level continuum that captures
gradations within and between traditional categories. Levels 1-3 correspond roughly to ordinary
demonic activity (normative fallen state, increased vulnerability, temptation/harassment). Levels
4-6 correspond to various degrees of oppression (mild, moderate, severe). Level 7 corresponds to
traditional possession. This spectrum approach enables more nuanced assessment than binary
categories while maintaining continuity with traditional distinctions (Pokorny, 2026a).

The spectrum approach also addresses a limitation of traditional categorical frameworks:
the difficulty of classifying borderline cases. Many individuals presenting in pastoral counseling
contexts exhibit features suggesting more than ordinary temptation but less than severe
oppression or possession. Traditional categories provide limited guidance for these intermediate
cases. The SPE model's continuous measurement enables precise placement along the spectrum,
facilitating appropriate intervention matching. An individual scoring at Level 4 (Mild
Oppression) requires different intervention than one at Level 6 (Severe Oppression), even though

both might be classified as "oppressed" under binary categories (Pokorny, 2026a).
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Empirical Validation Studies

The empirical validation of psychopossession theory proceeded through multiple studies
employing rigorous psychometric methodology. These validation studies establish the scientific
credibility necessary for forensic application and distinguish psychopossession theory from
speculative frameworks lacking empirical foundation. Examining these validation efforts
demonstrates both the theory's empirical support and its readiness for forensic application.

The initial validation study (Pokorny, 2026a) focused on development and validation of
the Spectrum of Possession by Evil-70 (SPE-70) assessment instrument. The study employed a
five-phase design: theological analysis establishing the seven-level framework, expert
consultation refining level definitions and assessment domains, item generation and content
validation, psychometric validation (N = 847), and cross-denominational theological review.
Results demonstrated exceptional psychometric properties: internal consistency reliability o =
.962, confirmatory factor analysis model fit indices CFI = .962 and RMSEA = .028, and
discriminant validity AUC = .962 distinguishing clinical from community samples. Cross-
denominational acceptance ratings ranged from 4.20-4.68 on 5-point scales across Reformed,
Wesleyan, Catholic, and Pentecostal-Charismatic traditions, establishing ecumenical theological
validity.

The psychopossession validation study (Pokorny, 2026b) examined relationships between
SPE placement and psychiatric conditions in a mixed-methods design with 450 participants
across clinical (n = 150), pastoral counseling (n = 150), and community (n = 150) samples.
Quantitative findings demonstrated significant correlations between SPE placement and all target
psychiatric conditions (r = .39-.56, p <.001), bidirectional predictive relationships (SPE

predicting psychiatric symptoms R? = .441; psychiatric symptoms predicting SPE R? = .478), and
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significant group differences with clinical participants demonstrating highest SPE scores.
Qualitative interviews with 20 pastoral counselors validated quantitative findings, with
practitioners describing observed patterns of spiritual-psychiatric comorbidity and integrated
intervention approaches. The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112) demonstrated
excellent psychometric properties (o = .94, CF1 = .96, RMSEA = .039).

The forensic validation study (Pokorny, 2026¢) specifically examined psychopossession
theory's applications in criminal justice contexts. Analyzing archival data from N = 900 adult
criminal offenders from Department of Justice databases, the study tested relationships between
SPE placement, psychopathy (PCL-R), recidivism, and violent behavior. Results provided strong
support: SPE scores demonstrated a large positive correlation with PCL-R psychopathy scores (r
=.702, p <.001, 49% variance explained); PAP scores significantly predicted both general
recidivism (AUC = .669) and violent recidivism (AUC = .713); forensic populations exhibited
significantly elevated SPE scores compared to general population norms (d = 0.703, 14-point
mean difference); and 41% of forensic offenders scored at clinical threshold levels (SPE Level
4+). Overall, 8 of 9 hypotheses (88.9%) were supported, validating the framework for forensic

application.

The Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) Model

The Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) model provides the foundational theoretical
framework for understanding spiritual affliction as a continuous phenomenon rather than a
binary state. Developed through extensive biblical-theological analysis, cross-denominational
consultation, and empirical validation, the SPE model offers both theoretical sophistication and

practical utility for assessing spiritual condition across clinical, pastoral, and forensic contexts.
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This section examines the seven levels of the spectrum, the SPE-70 and PAP-112 assessment

instruments, and forensic validation findings.

Seven Levels of the Spectrum

The SPE model conceptualizes demonic influence along a seven-level continuum, with
each level representing distinct patterns of affliction across seven assessment domains: Thought
Life, Behavioral Patterns, Spiritual Life, Relational Dynamics, Physical Manifestations, Degree
of Control, and Response to Spiritual Intervention. Understanding each level's characteristics is
essential for accurate assessment and appropriate intervention matching.

Level 1: Normative Fallen State (SPE-70 scores 0-14.99) represents the baseline
condition of all humans due to original sin. Individuals at this level experience ordinary
temptation and moral struggle common to humanity but without additional demonic oppression
beyond what is universal to fallen humanity. They can resist temptation through normative
spiritual resources (prayer, Scripture, fellowship, the Holy Spirit's empowerment). Thought life
at this level includes normal temptation and moral struggle. Behavioral patterns show occasional
sin with genuine repentance. Spiritual life demonstrates engagement with spiritual practices.
Relationships are generally functional though imperfect. Physical manifestations are absent or
minimal. Control over thoughts and actions is maintained. Response to spiritual intervention is
positive. This level corresponds to Jesus' temptation experience—direct Satanic engagement
without loss of control, confusion of identity, or impairment of faculties (Pokorny, 2026a).

Level 2: Increased Vulnerability (SPE-70 scores 15-29.99) describes conditions creating
openness to demonic influence through persistent sin patterns, occult involvement, spiritual
neglect, or trauma. The individual's spiritual defenses are weakened, creating what Scripture

describes as "footholds" (Ephesians 4:27) for demonic exploitation. Thought life at this level
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shows increasing frequency and intensity of tempting thoughts. Behavioral patterns demonstrate
developing sin habits with reduced conviction. Spiritual life shows declining engagement with
spiritual practices. Relationships exhibit increasing conflict and isolation. Physical
manifestations may include sleep disturbances or unexplained symptoms. Control remains
largely intact but requires increased effort. Response to spiritual intervention is ambivalent—
sometimes positive, sometimes resistant. This level creates vulnerability without yet manifesting
the intensified affliction of higher levels (Pokorny, 2026a).

Level 3: Demonic Temptation/Harassment (SPE-70 scores 30-44.99) involves intensified
temptation and spiritual attack beyond normal experience. The individual experiences what feels
like external spiritual pressure, harassment, or persecution. Thought life is characterized by
intrusive thoughts that feel foreign, persistent blasphemous thoughts, or recurring sinful
fantasies. Behavioral patterns show sin becoming more compulsive and difficult to resist.
Spiritual life involves struggle to maintain practices that previously came more easily.
Relationships demonstrate increased difficulty with authority figures and spiritual mentors.
Physical manifestations may include disturbances during prayer or worship. Control is
maintained but requires significant spiritual warfare. Response to spiritual intervention shows
initial improvement followed by renewed attacks. The individual retains full volitional control
but experiences heightened spiritual struggle (Pokorny, 2026a).

Level 4: Mild Oppression (SPE-70 scores 45-59.99) marks noticeable demonic influence
affecting thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. Control remains largely intact but requires
conscious effort to resist demonic influence. Thought life shows intrusive thoughts experienced
as external, difficulty concentrating on spiritual matters, and persistent negative ideation.

Behavioral patterns demonstrate compulsive behaviors in specific domains, difficulty
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maintaining previous behavioral standards, and periodic outbursts. Spiritual life shows aversion
to prayer or Scripture reading, spiritual dryness persisting despite effort, and disconnection from
Christian community. Relationships exhibit increasing isolation, difficulty trusting spiritual
leaders, and unexplained hostility. Physical manifestations include symptoms that intensify
during spiritual activities. Control requires conscious effort and assistance from others. Response
to spiritual intervention shows some improvement with intensified prayer ministry but recurring
symptoms. This level represents the threshold where clinical assessment becomes relevant
(Pokorny, 2026a).

Level 5: Moderate Oppression (SPE-70 scores 60-74.99) involves significant demonic
influence with partial loss of control in specific life areas. Individuals experience compulsive
behaviors difficult to resist, mood instability, dissociative episodes, or periodic loss of self-
regulation. Core personality and will remain, but functioning is impaired. Thought life includes
intrusive voices or thoughts experienced as coming from outside, significant confusion or
"clouded" thinking, and periods of mental blankness. Behavioral patterns show compulsive self-
destructive behaviors, behavioral changes noticed by others, and actions contrary to stated values
and goals. Spiritual life demonstrates strong aversion to sacred things, inability to participate
meaningfully in worship, and active resistance to spiritual intervention. Relationships show
significant deterioration, patterns of manipulation and exploitation, and difficulty with intimacy.
Physical manifestations include unexplained physical reactions during spiritual activities and
disturbances in sleep, appetite, or energy. Control is partial, with periods where control is
maintained and periods where it is lost. Response to spiritual intervention is mixed, with some

positive response alternating with renewed affliction (Pokorny, 2026a).
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Level 6: Severe Oppression (SPE-70 scores 75-89.99) represents extensive demonic
control over major life domains. The individual may experience extended dissociative states, loss
of impulse control, compulsive self-destructive behaviors, or periods of altered consciousness.
Core personality and will remain but are severely compromised. Thought life is dominated by
intrusive thoughts or voices, there is difficulty distinguishing own thoughts from external
influence, and there are extended periods of confusion or disorientation. Behavioral patterns
show severe behavioral dyscontrol, actions contradicting core identity and values, and potential
for violence or self-harm. Spiritual life shows intense negative reactions to sacred objects or
activities, complete inability to engage in spiritual practices, and active hostility to spiritual
intervention. Relationships demonstrate severe isolation, predatory patterns, and inability to
maintain any positive relationships. Physical manifestations include dramatic physical reactions
during spiritual confrontation and physical symptoms with no medical explanation. Control is
minimal, with external assistance required. Response to spiritual intervention shows intense
negative reaction often followed by improvement with persistent ministry (Pokorny, 2026a).

Level 7: Possession (SPE-70 scores 90-100) represents complete or nearly complete
demonic control with suppression of normal personality and will. This extreme manifestation,
corresponding to traditional possession accounts such as the Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:1-20),
involves total displacement of personal agency by the possessing entity. Thought life is
completely dominated by demonic influence, with the individual's normal thought patterns
suppressed. Behavioral patterns show complete behavioral control by demonic entities,
superhuman strength or ability, and behaviors completely inconsistent with pre-possession
personality. Spiritual life demonstrates violent reactions to sacred objects, prayer, or Scripture;

the demon speaking through the individual; and display of preternatural knowledge.
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Relationships show complete social alienation. Physical manifestations include dramatic physical
changes, altered voice, and physical contortions. Control is absent, with the demon controlling
behavioral expression. Response to spiritual intervention shows dramatic manifestations during
deliverance attempts, typically requiring formal exorcism. This level is rare but represents the

extreme end of the spectrum (Pokorny, 2026a).

SPE-70 Assessment Instrument

The SPE-70 is a 70-item self-report measure assessing placement along the Spectrum of
Possession by Evil continuum. Items span seven domains (ten items each): Thought Life,
Behavioral Patterns, Spiritual Life, Relational Dynamics, Physical Manifestations, Degree of
Control, and Response to Spiritual Intervention. Responses use a 5-point Likert scale (0 =
Never/Not at all; 4 = Always/Extremely). The instrument employs a differential weighting
system reflecting the diagnostic significance of different domains: Domains 1-3 (Thought,
Behavior, Spiritual) use weight 1.0; Domain 4 (Relational) uses weight 1.2; Domain 5 (Physical)
uses weight 1.5; Domain 6 (Degree of Control) uses weight 1.8; and Domain 7 (Response to
Intervention) uses weight 2.0. This weighting reflects the theoretical understanding that loss of
control and resistance to spiritual intervention represent more severe indicators than behavioral
patterns alone.

Psychometric validation established excellent properties for the SPE-70. Internal
consistency reliability reached a = .962 for the total scale, with domain subscales ranging from o
= .85-.92. Test-retest reliability over a 14-day interval was r = .89, indicating strong temporal
stability. Confirmatory factor analysis supported the seven-factor structure with excellent model
fit (CFI = .962; RMSEA = .028; SRMR = .035). Convergent validity was demonstrated through

strong correlation with the original Pokorny demonology expert ratings (r = .78). Discriminant
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validity was established through ROC analysis distinguishing clinical from community samples
(AUC =.962). The instrument also demonstrated discriminant validity from general
psychological distress, with moderate correlations with the K-10 (r = .42) and PHQ-9 (r = .38)
indicating that SPE-70 measures a construct related to but distinct from general distress

(Pokorny, 2026a).

Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112)

The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112) extends the SPE-70 by
incorporating additional items specifically assessing the spiritual-psychiatric interface. The 112-
item instrument includes the seven SPE domains plus additional items measuring comorbidity
patterns between spiritual affliction and psychiatric conditions. Subscales measure antisocial
features, narcissistic features, substance compulsion, dissociative experiences, and other
psychiatric correlates identified in psychopossession theory. This extended instrument enables
comprehensive assessment of both spiritual status and psychiatric comorbidity patterns.

The PAP-112 demonstrated strong psychometric properties in validation studies (N =
450). Internal consistency reached o = .94 for the total scale. Confirmatory factor analysis
supported the proposed factor structure with excellent model fit (CFI = .96; RMSEA = .039).
Convergent validity was demonstrated through strong correlation with the SPE-70 (r =.79).
Criterion validity was established through correlations with validated psychiatric measures:
DES-II (dissociation, r = .56), PCL-5 (PTSD, r = .48), PAI-BOR (borderline features, r = .44),
and MMPI-2 Antisocial scales (r = .39). The instrument demonstrated bidirectional predictive
validity: PAP total scores predicted composite psychiatric symptom severity (R? = .441), and

psychiatric symptom profiles predicted PAP scores (R? =.478). These findings support the
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instrument's utility for assessing the spiritual-psychiatric interface in clinical and forensic

contexts (Pokorny, 2026b).

Forensic Applications and Validation

The forensic validation of the SPE model and psychopossession instruments represents a
crucial extension enabling application to criminal justice populations. The forensic validation
study (Pokorny, 2026¢c) employed a quantitative correlational design analyzing archival data
from N = 900 adult criminal offenders from Department of Justice databases. Cases included
comprehensive psychiatric evaluations, criminal history records, PCL-R assessments,
institutional behavior reports, and 3-year recidivism follow-up data. Trained research assistants
retrospectively coded SPE-70 and PAP items from case files using standardized protocols, with
inter-rater reliability exceeding ICC = .85 for total scores and ICC = .75 for subscales.

Results provided strong empirical support for psychopossession theory's forensic
applications. First, SPE-70 total scores demonstrated a large positive correlation with PCL-R
psychopathy scores (r =.702, p <.001), explaining 49% of variance. This finding confirms the
theoretical proposition that the "hardened heart" construct corresponds to psychopathic
personality features. Correlations were significant for both PCL-R Factor 1 (interpersonal-
affective, r = .65) and Factor 2 (lifestyle-antisocial, r = .58), though Factor 1 showed stronger
relationship consistent with the theory's emphasis on affective-moral dimensions. Second, PAP
scores demonstrated significant predictive validity for recidivism outcomes: AUC = .669 for
general recidivism (any rearrest within 3 years) and AUC = .713 for violent recidivism (rearrest
for violent offenses). These values compare favorably with established risk assessment

instruments (Pokorny, 2026¢).
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Third, forensic populations exhibited significantly elevated SPE scores compared to
general population norms. The mean difference was 14 points (d = 0.703, medium-to-large
effect), with 41% of forensic offenders scoring at clinical threshold levels (SPE Level 4+, Mild
Oppression or higher). This compares to approximately 15-20% in general population samples,
confirming that spiritual affliction as measured by the SPE-70 is significantly elevated in
forensic populations. Distribution analysis showed right-shifted patterns in forensic samples,
with higher proportions at Levels 4-7 compared to general population distributions centered in
Levels 1-3. Fourth, within forensic populations, violent offenders demonstrated the highest SPE
scores, followed by sexual offenders and then property/drug offenders, though offense-type
differences were smaller than the overall forensic-community difference (Pokorny, 2026¢).

These forensic validation findings have significant implications for understanding the
spiritually vacant offender. The strong correlation between SPE placement and psychopathy (r =
.702) suggests that what Scripture describes as the "hardened heart" may indeed correspond to
what forensic psychology measures as psychopathic personality. The predictive validity for
recidivism (AUC = .67-.71) suggests that spiritual affliction measures contribute unique variance
for predicting criminal outcomes. The elevated prevalence of clinical-threshold SPE scores in
forensic populations (41%) indicates that spiritual assessment may be relevant for a substantial
proportion of criminal offenders. These findings validate the psychopossession framework as a
complementary paradigm for forensic assessment, providing empirical support for integrating
spiritual constructs with traditional criminological and psychological approaches (Pokorny,

2026¢).
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Criminological Theories and Spiritual Factors

The integration of spiritual factors with established criminological theories represents a
frontier in understanding criminal behavior. This section reviews major criminological
perspectives—strain theory, social learning theory, control theory, and biopsychosocial
models—examining their potential integration with the spiritual vacuum construct.
Understanding how traditional theories might accommodate or require extension to address

spiritual factors establishes the theoretical context for the present study's contribution.

Traditional Criminological Theories: Strain, Social Learning, and Control

Strain theory, originating with Merton (1938) and substantially developed by Agnew
(1992, 2006), proposes that criminal behavior results from negative relationships with others that
generate negative emotions, which in turn create pressure for corrective action including crime.
Agnew's General Strain Theory (GST) identifies three major sources of strain: failure to achieve
positively valued goals, removal of positively valued stimuli, and presentation of negative
stimuli. The resulting negative emotions—particularly anger, frustration, and depression—
increase the likelihood of criminal coping responses. GST has received substantial empirical
support across diverse populations and offense types (Agnew, 2006; Mazerolle et al., 2000).

The spiritual vacuum construct integrates with strain theory at multiple points. First,
meaning-deficit—a core dimension of spiritual vacuum—represents a form of strain related to
failure to achieve positively valued goals, specifically transcendent purpose and ultimate
significance. Frankl (1959/2006) termed this condition "existential vacuum" and associated it
with various maladaptive outcomes including aggression and criminal behavior. Second,
transcendence disconnection represents removal of positively valued stimuli—the loss or

absence of divine relationship that theological anthropology identifies as fundamental to human
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flourishing. Third, the negative emotions resulting from spiritual vacuum (despair, nihilism,
rage) parallel the criminogenic emotions identified in GST. The spiritual vacuum construct thus
extends strain theory by identifying specifically spiritual sources of strain that may contribute to
criminal behavior (Agnew, 2003).

Social learning theory, developed by Akers (1973, 1998) building upon Sutherland's
(1947) differential association theory, proposes that criminal behavior is learned through
interaction with others who model, reinforce, and define criminal conduct favorably. The theory
identifies four key components: differential association (exposure to definitions favorable and
unfavorable to crime), definitions (individual's own attitudes toward crime), differential
reinforcement (balance of rewards and punishments), and imitation (modeling of observed
behavior). Social learning theory has extensive empirical support and successfully explains
acquisition and maintenance of criminal behavior patterns (Pratt et al., 2010).

Spiritual vacuum connects to social learning theory through its effects on association
patterns and definitions. Individuals experiencing transcendence disconnection and absence of
spiritual community may become isolated from prosocial influences that might otherwise buffer
against criminal associations. Moral disorientation—a dimension of spiritual vacuum—facilitates
adoption of definitions favorable to crime by undermining transcendent moral authority that
might otherwise constrain such definitions. Research on religious involvement as a protective
factor against crime (Baier & Wright, 2001; Johnson, 2004) can be understood through this
framework: religious involvement provides associations with prosocial others, exposure to
definitions unfavorable to crime, reinforcement for conventional behavior, and modeling of
prosocial conduct. Spiritual vacuum, by removing these protective factors, creates conditions

favorable to criminal learning.
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Control theory, particularly as articulated by Hirschi (1969, 2004) and Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990), proposes that criminal behavior results not from motivation but from weak or
broken bonds to conventional society and deficits in self-control. Social bond theory identifies
four elements of the bond to society: attachment (emotional connection to others), commitment
(investment in conventional activities), involvement (time spent in conventional activities), and
belief (acceptance of conventional moral values). Self-control theory argues that criminal
behavior results from low self-control—the tendency to pursue immediate gratification without
considering long-term consequences—established in childhood through ineffective parenting.
Both perspectives have extensive empirical support (Pratt & Cullen, 2000).

The spiritual vacuum construct relates to control theory through its effects on bonds and
self-control. Transcendence disconnection weakens the attachment element of the social bond by
disrupting relationship with God—the ultimate attachment figure in theological anthropology.
Moral disorientation undermines the belief element by eroding acceptance of transcendent moral
values. Spiritual practice absence reduces involvement in conventional (religious) activities and
weakens commitment to spiritual development. Furthermore, the progressive hardening process
described in psychopossession theory parallels the development of low self-control: persistent
sin patterns and demonic influence progressively impair capacity for delayed gratification,
impulse inhibition, and consideration of consequences. The "hardened heart" that results
corresponds remarkably to Gottfredson and Hirschi's (1990) description of low self-control as
"analogous to... imprudent" behavior lacking "concern for the long-term consequences of one's

acts" (p. 90).

91



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Biopsychosocial Models of Criminal Behavior

Contemporary criminology increasingly employs biopsychosocial models that integrate
biological, psychological, and social factors in understanding criminal behavior. This integrative
approach recognizes that no single factor adequately explains criminal conduct; rather, criminal
behavior emerges from complex interactions among genetic predispositions, neurobiological
processes, psychological characteristics, and social-environmental influences. The Risk-Need-
Responsivity (RNR) model (Andrews & Bonta, 2010) exemplifies this integrative approach,
identifying biological, psychological, and social risk factors organized around the "Central
Eight" criminogenic needs. Neurocriminology (Glenn & Raine, 2014; Raine, 2013) has extended
understanding of biological bases of criminal behavior through neuroimaging, genetic, and
psychophysiological research.

The biopsychosocial-spiritual model proposed by psychopossession theory extends these
frameworks by adding spiritual factors as a fourth dimension. This extension is not merely
additive but interactive: spiritual factors may moderate the effects of biological, psychological,
and social factors, and conversely, biopsychosocial factors may influence spiritual vulnerability.
The forensic validation finding that SPE placement correlates strongly with psychopathy (r =
.702) while demonstrating predictive validity for recidivism beyond traditional risk factors
suggests that spiritual factors provide unique variance not captured by existing biopsychosocial
models. Integrating spiritual assessment into forensic evaluation thus enables more
comprehensive understanding than models limited to biological, psychological, and social

domains (Pokorny, 2026c¢).
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Religion and Crime Literature

A substantial body of empirical research has examined the relationship between
religion/spirituality and criminal behavior, providing important context for understanding
spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic factor. This research consistently demonstrates that religious
involvement serves as a protective factor against delinquency and crime, though the mechanisms
underlying this relationship remain debated.

Baier and Wright's (2001) meta-analysis examined 60 studies measuring the relationship
between religion and crime/delinquency. The analysis found a consistent negative relationship (r
= -.12) indicating that religious involvement is associated with lower rates of criminal behavior.
Effect sizes were stronger for non-victim crimes and when religiosity was measured
multidimensionally rather than through single indicators. The authors concluded that religion
serves as a protective factor, though the moderate effect size suggests that religion's influence
operates in conjunction with other factors rather than as a dominant predictor.

Johnson's (2004, 2011) systematic reviews of over 40 studies similarly concluded that
religious involvement reduces likelihood of criminal behavior. Johnson (2011) proposed that
religion affects criminal behavior through multiple pathways: providing social control through
community membership and surveillance, fostering self-control through internalized moral
standards, offering social support that buffers against strain, and providing meaning and purpose
that reduce existential despair. Importantly for the present study, Johnson's analysis suggests that
religion's protective effect operates partly through providing meaning and transcendent
connection—the very dimensions that spiritual vacuum involves the absence of.

Jang and Johnson (2017) examined religious involvement and crime using longitudinal

data, enabling stronger causal inference than cross-sectional studies. Their analyses demonstrated
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that religious involvement predicted reduced criminal behavior over time, and this effect was
partially mediated by reductions in negative emotions (consistent with GST) and increases in
self-control (consistent with control theory). These findings support the theoretical proposition
that religion affects criminal behavior through psychological mechanisms—providing emotional
regulation resources and building self-control—rather than merely through social association.

While this literature establishes religious involvement as protective, less attention has
been given to examining spiritual emptiness as a risk factor. Most studies measure presence of
religious involvement rather than absence of spiritual meaning, transcendent connection, or
moral grounding. The spiritual vacuum construct addresses this gap by operationalizing
specifically what is absent in individuals lacking positive spiritual engagement. The finding that
spiritual vacuum correlates with psychopathy and predicts recidivism (Pokorny, 2026c¢) suggests
that the absence of positive spiritual factors may be criminogenic, not merely the default

condition of those without religious involvement's protective effects.

Spiritual Factors in Desistance from Crime

Desistance research examines how and why individuals cease criminal behavior,
providing important complement to research on crime causation. This literature has increasingly
recognized the role of identity transformation, meaning-making, and spiritual experience in the
desistance process. Understanding these mechanisms informs understanding of spiritual vacuum
as a barrier to desistance and spiritual transformation as a facilitator of criminal career
termination.

Maruna's (2001) influential study of desistance identified "redemption scripts" as
characteristic of desisting offenders. These narrative frameworks reinterpret criminal histories

through patterns of redemption, growth, and purpose. Maruna observed that desisting offenders
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often developed "generative" motivations—desires to contribute positively to others and leave
positive legacies—that transformed their relationship to criminal behavior. While Maruna's
analysis was not explicitly religious, the redemption narrative structure parallels theological
accounts of conversion and sanctification, suggesting that desistance may involve spiritual
dimensions even when not framed in religious terms.

Giordano et al. (2002) proposed a cognitive transformation theory of desistance
identifying four components: openness to change, exposure to "hooks for change" (turning
points), envisioning a replacement self, and devaluing criminal behavior. Religious conversion
can function as a powerful hook for change by providing both cognitive framework for new
identity ("new creation" in Christ) and social support for maintaining changed identity (religious
community). The "replacement self" in religious conversion is theologically grounded—identity
in Christ replaces identity as offender—providing particularly robust basis for sustained change.
Spiritual vacuum, conversely, would prevent utilization of religious hooks for change and
impede development of transcendently grounded replacement identity.

O'Connor and Perreyclear (2002) examined religion's role in reducing prison misconduct,
finding that inmates involved in religious programs demonstrated lower rates of institutional
infractions. Johnson's (2004) longitudinal study of former prisoners found that those who
participated in faith-based prison programs showed lower recidivism rates than comparison
groups, though selection effects complicated causal interpretation. Jang et al. (2018) examined
religion and misconduct at Louisiana State Penitentiary ("Angola"), finding that religious
involvement—particularly congregational participation and religious identity—predicted reduced
misconduct. These studies suggest that addressing spiritual vacuum through religious

programming may facilitate behavioral change in correctional settings.
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The 'Hardened Heart' as a Criminogenic Factor

Synthesizing biblical-theological analysis with criminological theory suggests that the
"hardened heart" construct may be understood as a criminogenic factor—a characteristic that
increases probability of criminal behavior. This synthesis integrates the biblical description of
moral callousness resulting from persistent sin with criminological understanding of factors
predicting criminal conduct, proposing that hardened heart represents a spiritual-psychological
condition with significant behavioral consequences including criminal behavior.

The characteristics of the hardened heart parallel key risk factors identified in
criminological research. First, callousness or moral insensitivity (Ephesians 4:19) corresponds to
empathy deficits consistently associated with persistent criminal behavior, particularly violent
offending (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2004). Second, resistance to correction (Proverbs 29:1)
corresponds to treatment non-responsivity, a significant predictor of recidivism (Andrews &
Bonta, 2010). Third, giving oneself over to sensuality and impurity (Romans 1:24-26)
corresponds to behavioral dysregulation and impulsivity, central features of the antisocial
lifestyle. Fourth, the "debased mind" (Romans 1:28) corresponds to cognitive distortions and
criminal thinking patterns (Walters, 2012). These correspondences suggest that the hardened
heart construct, while theologically derived, describes features directly relevant to criminological
analysis.

The forensic validation finding that SPE placement correlates strongly with PCL-R
psychopathy (r = .702) provides empirical support for this theoretical correspondence. The
hardened heart as described in Scripture and the psychopathic personality as measured by PCL-R
appear to represent overlapping constructs—perhaps theological and clinical descriptions of the

same underlying condition. If this interpretation is correct, the hardened heart represents a
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profound criminogenic factor: PCL-R psychopathy is one of the strongest predictors of
recidivism and violence in forensic research (Hare, 2003; Hare & Neumann, 2008). The
theological dimension adds understanding of how this condition develops (through persistent sin
and progressive spiritual deterioration) and how it might be addressed (through spiritual

intervention alongside psychiatric treatment).

Psychopathy, the Seared Conscience, and Spiritual Vacancy

The relationship between psychopathy and spiritual vacancy represents one of the most
significant intersections of forensic psychology and theological anthropology. This section
examines the clinical construct of psychopathy, its neurobiological correlates, and its
correspondence with the biblical concept of the "seared conscience." Understanding this
relationship is essential for comprehending the spiritually vacant offender as a forensic

phenomenon and for developing integrated assessment and intervention approaches.

The Clinical Construct of Psychopathy

Psychopathy represents a constellation of personality traits characterized by
interpersonal, affective, and behavioral features that together constitute one of the most
significant risk factors for persistent criminal behavior. Cleckley's (1941/1988) foundational
clinical description identified sixteen features including superficial charm, absence of
nervousness, unreliability, untruthfulness, lack of remorse, inadequately motivated antisocial
behavior, poor judgment, pathological egocentricity, poverty of affect, and failure to follow any
life plan. Cleckley's clinical observations established the prototype for subsequent

operationalizations of the construct.
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Hare's (1991, 2003) Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) provides the gold-standard
assessment of psychopathy in forensic contexts. The 20-item clinician-rated instrument organizes
features into two factors: Factor 1 (interpersonal-affective) includes glibness/superficial charm,
grandiose self-worth, pathological lying, manipulativeness, lack of remorse/guilt, shallow affect,
callousness/lack of empathy, and failure to accept responsibility. Factor 2 (lifestyle-antisocial)
includes stimulation-seeking, parasitic lifestyle, poor behavioral controls, early behavioral
problems, lack of realistic goals, impulsivity, irresponsibility, juvenile delinquency, revocation
of conditional release, and criminal versatility. The four-facet model further differentiates
interpersonal, affective, lifestyle, and antisocial facets (Hare & Neumann, 2008).

The clinical significance of psychopathy for criminal behavior has been extensively
documented. Meta-analyses demonstrate that psychopathy is one of the strongest predictors of
both general and violent recidivism (Leistico et al., 2008; Walters, 2003). PCL-R scores
demonstrate incremental validity over other risk factors, predicting criminal outcomes beyond
what demographic, criminal history, and other clinical variables predict (Hare, 2003). Treatment
studies have found that traditional interventions may be less effective for psychopathic
individuals, and some early research suggested potential iatrogenic effects of certain treatments,
though more recent research offers more nuanced conclusions (Poeppl et al., 2019; Reidy et al.,
2013). The forensic significance of psychopathy establishes its relevance for any comprehensive

model of persistent criminal behavior, including the spiritually vacant offender construct.

Neurobiological Correlates of Psychopathy

Neurocriminological research has identified structural and functional brain differences
associated with psychopathy that illuminate the neurobiological substrates of the affective

deficits characterizing the disorder. Understanding these neurobiological correlates is significant
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for the present study because they raise questions about the relationship between biological
factors and spiritual condition—questions that a biopsychosocial-spiritual framework must
address.

Structural neuroimaging studies have consistently identified volumetric abnormalities in
brain regions associated with emotion, morality, and behavioral regulation. Raine et al. (2000)
found an 11% reduction in prefrontal gray matter volume in individuals with antisocial
personality disorder compared to controls. Yang et al. (2005) found significant gray matter
reductions in the prefrontal cortex specifically associated with autonomic deficits in individuals
with psychopathy. Weber et al. (2008) found reduced gray matter volume in the anterior
prefrontal cortex and temporal poles in psychopathic offenders compared to non-psychopathic
offenders. Kiehl et al. (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of structural neuroimaging studies,
identifying consistent abnormalities in paralimbic structures including the orbitofrontal cortex,
amygdala, hippocampus, and anterior cingulate cortex.

Functional neuroimaging studies have demonstrated altered activation patterns during
emotional and moral processing tasks. Blair (2007, 2013) has extensively documented amygdala
dysfunction in psychopathy, with reduced amygdala activation during fear conditioning, moral
decision-making, and processing of distress cues. Glenn et al. (2009) found reduced amygdala-
prefrontal connectivity during moral decision-making in individuals with psychopathy. Harenski
et al. (2010) found reduced paralimbic activation during moral judgments. These findings
support the "low fear" and "amygdala dysfunction" hypotheses of psychopathy, suggesting that
affective deficits have identifiable neurobiological substrates.

The neurobiological findings raise complex questions for the spiritual vacancy construct.

If the affective deficits characterizing psychopathy have neurobiological substrates, does this
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undermine the relevance of spiritual factors? The biopsychosocial-spiritual framework proposed
by psychopossession theory suggests not. Rather than viewing biological and spiritual factors as
competing explanations, the framework proposes complex interactions. Spiritual factors may
influence neurobiological development through effects on behavior, environment, and epigenetic
mechanisms. Conversely, neurobiological vulnerabilities may increase susceptibility to spiritual
affliction. The strong correlation between SPE placement and psychopathy (r = .702) suggests
that whatever the causal relationships, spiritual and neurobiological factors manifest together in

the same individuals (Pokorny, 2026c¢).

The 'Seared Conscience' and Psychopathy

The biblical concept of the "seared conscience" (1 Timothy 4:2) provides a theological
framework that corresponds remarkably to the clinical features of psychopathy. Paul warns of
those who "have their conscience seared with a hot iron" (kexavotnplacpuévaov v idiav
ovveidnov)—a condition of moral insensitivity resulting from repeated violation of conscience.
Understanding this theological construct illuminates the spiritual dimension of psychopathy and
provides framework for integrated understanding of the spiritually vacant offender.

The Greek term xovompidlo (kauteriazo) refers to cauterization—searing flesh with a
hot iron such that it becomes insensitive to pain. The metaphor indicates that the conscience,
through repeated violation, becomes "cauterized" and loses its capacity to function—it no longer
produces the moral pain (guilt, shame, remorse) that normally accompanies wrongdoing. Knight
(1992) observed that Paul presents this condition as resulting from willful departure from faith (1
Timothy 4:1), suggesting that the seared conscience develops through spiritual-moral choices
rather than simply biological endowment. The seared conscience is the terminal stage of

progressive hardening, representing conscience that no longer functions as a moral faculty.
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The features of the seared conscience correspond to the interpersonal-affective features
(Factor 1) of psychopathy as measured by the PCL-R. Absence of remorse/guilt—a core Factor 1
feature—directly corresponds to the seared conscience's inability to experience moral pain.
Shallow affect parallels the absence of normal emotional responses to morally significant
situations. Callousness/lack of empathy reflects the inability to be moved by others' distress—the
same moral insensitivity the searing metaphor describes. Manipulativeness and pathological
lying reflect the instrumentalization of others that results when moral constraints no longer
operate. Failure to accept responsibility reflects the absence of the self-condemnation that
normally accompanies recognition of wrongdoing.

The forensic validation study's finding of strong correlation between SPE placement and
PCL-R psychopathy (r = .702) provides empirical support for the theoretical correspondence
between seared conscience and psychopathy. Factor 1 specifically—the interpersonal-affective
features most directly corresponding to the seared conscience—correlated at r = .65 with SPE
scores. This correlation suggests that what forensic psychology measures as psychopathy may
represent the clinical manifestation of what theology describes as the seared conscience. If this
interpretation is correct, it has significant implications: psychopathy is not merely a psychiatric
condition but a spiritual-psychiatric condition with both psychological and spiritual dimensions
requiring integrated intervention (Pokorny, 2026c¢).

The developmental trajectory of the seared conscience parallels the progressive model
underlying the SPE framework. Neither psychopathy nor the seared conscience emerges
suddenly; both represent endpoints of progressive deterioration. The SPE model's seven levels
map this progression: Level 1 represents the normative fallen state with functioning conscience;

Levels 2-3 represent increasing vulnerability through persistent sin that begins to dull moral
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sensitivity; Levels 4-6 represent progressive oppression during which conscience becomes
increasingly compromised; Level 7 represents the terminal state of seared conscience or
possession where normal moral functioning has ceased. This developmental understanding
suggests that early intervention—addressing spiritual vulnerability before conscience becomes
seared—may be more effective than attempting to restore conscience function after severe

deterioration.

Moral Emotions, Empathy, and Spiritual Vacancy

Research on moral emotions—the affective states that accompany moral judgments and
motivate moral behavior—provides additional framework for understanding the relationship
between psychopathy and spiritual vacancy. The moral emotions of guilt, shame, and empathy
are precisely those impaired in psychopathy and precisely those whose function the seared
conscience metaphor addresses. Understanding the psychology of moral emotions illuminates
both the clinical and theological dimensions of spiritual vacancy.

Guilt represents the negative affective response to recognition that one has violated moral
standards. Research distinguishes guilt, which focuses on specific behaviors, from shame, which
involves broader self-condemnation (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Guilt motivates reparative
behavior—attempts to undo harm, make amends, or prevent future violations. Individuals high in
guilt-proneness demonstrate lower rates of criminal behavior, while those low in guilt-proneness
demonstrate elevated rates (Stuewig & McCloskey, 2005). Psychopathic individuals demonstrate
deficits in guilt experience, showing reduced physiological arousal and self-reported distress
when contemplating or committing moral violations (Blair, 2007).

Empathy—the capacity to understand and share others' emotional states—serves as a

crucial prosocial motivator. Affective empathy enables vicarious experience of others' distress,
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which normally inhibits harmful behavior. Cognitive empathy enables perspective-taking and
understanding of how actions affect others. Research consistently finds empathy deficits in
psychopathic individuals, particularly affective empathy (Blair, 2005, 2013; Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2004). Interestingly, psychopathic individuals often retain cognitive empathy—the
capacity to understand how others feel—while lacking the affective response that normally
accompanies this understanding. This pattern enables manipulation: understanding others'
emotional states without being moved by them.

The theological interpretation of empathy deficit in psychopathy draws upon the biblical
understanding of love as the fundamental moral orientation. Jesus identified love of God and
love of neighbor as the greatest commandments (Matthew 22:37-39), suggesting that moral
functioning depends upon affective connection to God and others. The hardened heart involves
not merely cognitive rejection of truth but affective disconnection—the inability to be moved by
God's love or neighbor's distress. This affective disconnection parallels the empathy deficit
characterizing psychopathy. The spiritually vacant individual, like the psychopathic individual,
may retain cognitive understanding of moral requirements while lacking the affective connection

that normally motivates compliance.

Religion, Spirituality, and Criminal Justice

The intersection of religion, spirituality, and criminal justice has received growing
attention from researchers and practitioners recognizing that spiritual factors may play
significant roles in criminal behavior, correctional intervention, and desistance. This section
reviews literature on faith-based correctional programs, the religion-crime relationship, and
spiritually-sensitive approaches to offender rehabilitation, establishing context for understanding

how spiritual vacuum might be addressed through intervention.
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Faith-Based Correctional Programs

Faith-based correctional programs have expanded significantly since the 1990s, with
proponents arguing that addressing spiritual needs may enhance rehabilitation effectiveness.
These programs range from volunteer religious services available in most facilities to intensive
faith-based units and reentry programs. The Prison Fellowship organization, founded by Charles
Colson in 1976, pioneered systematic faith-based programming that has since been widely
adopted and adapted. Understanding the evidence base for these programs is essential for
evaluating how spiritual intervention might address spiritual vacuum in offender populations.

Johnson's (2004, 2011) systematic reviews examined the effectiveness of faith-based
programs in reducing recidivism. Across studies, religious involvement and faith-based
programming were associated with reduced criminal behavior and recidivism. However,
methodological limitations complicated interpretation: selection effects (more motivated
offenders may self-select into religious programs), limited randomization, and varied program
definitions challenged causal inference. Johnson (2011) argued that despite methodological
limitations, the consistency of positive findings across studies supports cautious optimism about
faith-based program effectiveness.

The InnerChange Freedom Initiative (IFI), a Prison Fellowship program, has been studied
in multiple evaluations with mixed results. Johnson and Larson's (2003) evaluation of the Texas
IFI found that program graduates had significantly lower recidivism than comparison groups (8%
vs. 20% for similar offenders), though program dropouts had higher recidivism than
comparisons. This pattern raised questions about selection effects: were program graduates
successful because of the program, or were those who succeeded already more likely to complete

the program? Subsequent evaluations produced varied findings, with some showing positive
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effects and others finding null results after controlling for selection (Mears et al., 2006;
O'Connor & Perreyclear, 2002).

More recent research has employed rigorous methodologies to address selection
concerns. Jang et al. (2018) studied the Angola Seminary Program at Louisiana State
Penitentiary, finding that participation was associated with reduced misconduct even after
controlling for selection factors. The program's integration of theological education, community
formation, and mentorship appeared to produce meaningful behavioral change. O'Connor and
Duncan (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of faith-based program studies, finding an overall
positive effect on recidivism (OR = 0.67) though with significant heterogeneity across studies.
These findings support the proposition that faith-based programming can reduce recidivism,
though program design, implementation quality, and participant characteristics moderate

effectiveness.

Religious Coping and Offender Rehabilitation

Religious coping—the use of religious beliefs, practices, and community to manage
stress and adversity—has received substantial attention in health psychology with implications
for correctional populations. Pargament (1997, 2007) developed comprehensive frameworks
distinguishing positive religious coping (finding comfort in God, spiritual support from
community, benevolent religious reframing) from negative religious coping (religious doubt,
feeling punished by God, interpersonal religious conflict). Research demonstrates that positive
religious coping is associated with better psychological outcomes, while negative religious
coping is associated with worse outcomes.

Applied to correctional populations, religious coping provides mechanisms through

which spiritual engagement may facilitate adjustment and rehabilitation. Incarceration involves
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significant stressors—Iloss of freedom, separation from family, institutional violence, uncertainty
about the future—that individuals must manage. Religious beliefs may provide cognitive
framework for understanding suffering (Romans 8:28; James 1:2-4), community may provide
social support, and practices may provide behavioral structure and meaning. Research by Decker
et al. (2014) found that religious involvement in prison was associated with better psychological
adjustment and reduced misconduct, effects partially mediated by religious coping.

The concept of religious coping illuminates how spiritual transformation might address
spiritual vacuum. The spiritually vacant individual lacks the cognitive frameworks, community
connections, and practices that enable positive religious coping. Addressing spiritual vacuum
thus involves not merely reducing negative factors but developing positive resources: beliefs that
provide meaning, communities that provide support, and practices that provide structure. This
positive focus aligns with strengths-based approaches in corrections (Ward & Maruna, 2007) and
suggests that effective intervention for spiritual vacuum must be constructive rather than merely

remedial—building positive spiritual resources rather than simply addressing deficits.

Constitutional Considerations and Legal Framework

Faith-based correctional programming raises significant constitutional questions under
the First Amendment's religion clauses. The Establishment Clause prohibits government
establishment of religion, while the Free Exercise Clause protects religious practice from
governmental interference. Courts have navigated these tensions through various tests, with
implications for how faith-based programs may be structured and evaluated.

In Americans United v. Prison Fellowship Ministries (2007), the Eighth Circuit Court of
Appeals ruled that the InnerChange Freedom Initiative's intensive faith-based programming,

when directly funded by the state, violated the Establishment Clause because the program was
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"pervasively sectarian" and lacked secular alternatives. This ruling established that government-
funded programs must maintain sufficient secular character or provide genuine alternatives.
However, the ruling did not prohibit faith-based programming altogether; rather, it required
separation between government funding and inherently religious activities, with voluntary
participation and available alternatives.

For the present study, constitutional considerations inform how spiritual assessment
might be implemented in forensic contexts. The SPE-70 and PAP instruments, while grounded in
Christian theological frameworks, measure observable psychological features rather than
requiring religious endorsement. Use of these instruments for research or voluntary clinical
assessment does not raise the same constitutional concerns as mandatory religious programming.
However, any implementation of spiritual assessment in official forensic evaluation would need
to navigate Establishment Clause concerns, potentially by framing assessment in terms of
psychological constructs (meaning, transcendence, moral grounding) rather than explicitly

religious categories.

Risk Assessment in Criminal Justice

Risk assessment represents one of the most significant developments in evidence-based
criminal justice, providing empirically validated tools for predicting recidivism, classifying
offenders, and guiding intervention decisions. This section reviews the theoretical foundations of
risk assessment, major instruments in forensic use, and the potential integration of spiritual
factors with established risk assessment approaches. Understanding this literature is essential for

positioning the spiritually vacant offender construct within the risk assessment paradigm.
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The Risk-Need-Responsivity Model

The Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model, developed by Andrews and Bonta (2010),
provides the dominant theoretical framework for offender classification and rehabilitation. The
model articulates three core principles: the risk principle (match intervention intensity to
offender risk level), the need principle (target criminogenic needs—dynamic risk factors
associated with criminal behavior), and the responsivity principle (match intervention style to
offender learning styles and abilities). Meta-analytic research has demonstrated that programs
adhering to RNR principles produce larger reductions in recidivism than those violating these
principles (Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Dowden & Andrews, 2004).

The RNR model identifies the "Central Eight" criminogenic factors: (1) criminal history,
(2) antisocial personality pattern, (3) antisocial cognition, (4) antisocial associates, (5)
family/marital problems, (6) education/employment problems, (7) leisure/recreation problems,
and (8) substance abuse. These factors, organized as the "Big Four" (history, personality,
cognition, associates) and the "Moderate Four" (family, education, leisure, substance abuse),
account for substantial variance in recidivism and provide targets for intervention. Risk
assessment instruments incorporate these factors to predict recidivism and guide case
management.

Notably absent from the Central Eight is any explicit spiritual or religious factor. While
leisure/recreation might implicitly include religious involvement, and family factors might
capture religious socialization, the model does not identify spiritual factors as distinct
criminogenic needs. This absence may reflect methodological constraints (difficulty
operationalizing spiritual constructs), theoretical assumptions (secular criminological paradigm),

or simply insufficient research attention to spiritual factors. The present study's finding that SPE
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scores predict recidivism beyond established risk factors (incremental AUC) suggests that
spiritual factors may constitute an underrecognized criminogenic domain warranting inclusion in

comprehensive risk assessment (Pokorny, 2026c¢).

Major Risk Assessment Instruments

Several validated instruments are widely used in forensic risk assessment. The Level of
Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R; Andrews & Bonta, 1995) operationalizes RNR principles in a
54-item actuarial tool measuring criminal history, education/employment, financial,
family/marital, accommodation, leisure/recreation, companions, alcohol/drug,
emotional/personal, and attitudes/orientation domains. Meta-analyses demonstrate good
predictive validity (AUC = .64-.71) for general and violent recidivism across diverse populations
(Andrews et al., 2006; Gendreau et al., 1996).

The PCL-R (Hare, 1991, 2003), while designed as a clinical measure of psychopathy, has
been extensively validated as a risk assessment instrument. Meta-analyses demonstrate
predictive validity for general recidivism (AUC = .66-.71) and violent recidivism (AUC = .67-
.72; Leistico et al., 2008). The Violence Risk Appraisal Guide (VRAG; Quinsey et al., 1998,
2006) combines the PCL-R with additional actuarial variables for violence risk assessment (AUC
=.73-.76). The HCR-20 (Webster et al., 1997) provides structured professional judgment for
violence risk, organizing Historical, Clinical, and Risk Management factors.

The Static-99R (Hanson & Thornton, 2000; Helmus et al., 2012) provides actuarial
assessment for sexual recidivism risk, incorporating static historical factors including prior sex
offenses, prior sentencing dates, male victims, stranger victims, and unrelated victims. More
comprehensive instruments such as the STABLE-2007 (Hanson et al., 2007) add dynamic factors

including intimacy deficits, emotional congruence with children, and general self-regulation
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problems. Sexual offender risk assessment has achieved relatively high predictive accuracy
(AUC = .70-.75) for sexual recidivism.

The forensic validation of the SPE-70 and PAP instruments positions them within this
risk assessment landscape. The finding that PAP scores predict general recidivism (AUC = .669)
and violent recidivism (AUC = .713) demonstrates predictive validity comparable to established
instruments. More importantly, the finding that SPE/PAP scores provide incremental validity
beyond PCL-R scores suggests that spiritual factors contribute unique variance not captured by
existing risk assessment approaches. This incremental validity supports the potential value of

adding spiritual assessment to comprehensive risk evaluation protocols (Pokorny, 2026¢).

Static Versus Dynamic Risk Factors

Risk assessment distinguishes static risk factors (historical, unchangeable) from dynamic
risk factors (potentially modifiable targets for intervention). Static factors such as criminal
history, age at first offense, and prior violence cannot be changed and thus indicate risk level but
not intervention targets. Dynamic factors such as antisocial cognition, substance abuse, and
employment problems can potentially be modified through intervention and thus represent both
risk indicators and treatment targets. Effective rehabilitation requires targeting dynamic
criminogenic needs rather than merely assessing static risk (Andrews & Bonta, 2010).

Spiritual vacuum, as conceptualized in the present study, represents a potentially dynamic
factor—a condition that can change through intervention. The SPE model's fundamental premise
involves fluidity of placement: individuals can move toward greater affliction through persistent
sin and spiritual neglect, or toward freedom through repentance, faith, and spiritual intervention.
If spiritual vacuum is indeed dynamic, it may represent not only a risk factor but an intervention

target. Faith-based programming, spiritual direction, and pastoral counseling may address
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spiritual vacuum in ways that reduce recidivism risk. This dynamic quality distinguishes spiritual
vacuum from psychopathy, which is generally considered a relatively stable trait with limited
treatment responsivity (Harris & Rice, 2006).

The desistance literature, reviewed earlier, supports the proposition that spiritual factors
can change and that such change is associated with reduced criminal behavior. "Redemption
scripts" involving identity transformation, meaning-finding, and turning points often involve
spiritual dimensions (Maruna, 2001). Religious conversion has been identified as a "hook for
change" enabling cognitive transformation and development of replacement selves (Giordano et
al., 2002). These findings suggest that spiritual transformation can occur and, when it does, may
facilitate desistance from criminal behavior. If spiritual vacuum can be addressed through
intervention, it represents a promising target for rehabilitation—particularly for offenders

resistant to traditional cognitive-behavioral approaches.

Forensic Applications of Psychopossession Theory

The application of psychopossession theory to forensic contexts requires careful
consideration of legal issues, ethical concerns, and practical implementation challenges. This
section examines how the SPE model and associated assessment instruments might be applied in
forensic evaluation, criminal proceedings, and correctional intervention while addressing the

significant challenges such applications present.

Forensic Psychological Assessment and Spiritual Factors

Forensic psychological assessment has developed within secular scientific frameworks,
employing validated instruments measuring psychological constructs with established relevance

to legal questions. Standard forensic assessments evaluate competency, sanity, risk, treatment
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amenability, and other legally relevant characteristics. The introduction of spiritual assessment
instruments into forensic evaluation raises questions about scientific validity, legal relevance,
and appropriate role in decision-making.

The psychometric validation of the SPE-70 and PAP instruments addresses the scientific
validity criterion. These instruments demonstrate reliability (a > .90) and validity (construct,
criterion, discriminant) comparable to established forensic instruments. The forensic validation
study specifically examined predictive validity for recidivism, demonstrating that SPE/PAP
scores predict criminal outcomes with accuracy comparable to instruments in standard forensic
use (AUC = .67-.71). This validation establishes that spiritual assessment instruments meet
scientific standards applicable to forensic tools, though further validation and cross-validation
remain desirable (Pokorny, 2026c¢).

Legal relevance depends on the specific forensic question. For competency evaluations
(can the defendant understand proceedings and assist counsel?), spiritual factors would have
limited relevance unless spiritual beliefs affected rational understanding. For sanity evaluations
(did the defendant know the nature of the act or its wrongfulness?), spiritual factors might be
relevant if the defendant claims religious experiences affected mental state—though courts have
generally been skeptical of possession defenses. For risk assessment (what is the probability of
future criminal behavior?), the demonstrated predictive validity of spiritual assessment
instruments establishes direct relevance. For treatment amenability and planning, spiritual

assessment might inform selection of faith-based versus secular programming.

Legal Considerations: Expert Testimony and Admissibility

Expert testimony regarding spiritual assessment would face admissibility challenges

under Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals (1993) and related standards. Daubert requires
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that expert testimony be based on sufficient facts, reliable principles and methods, and reliable
application of those methods to the case. Courts consider whether the theory has been tested,
subjected to peer review, has known error rates, and is generally accepted. Spiritual assessment
instruments would need to demonstrate that they meet these standards—a burden that validation
research addresses but may not fully satisty skeptical courts.

The "Demonic Defense" study (Pokorny, 2026¢) examined how courts have addressed
possession-related criminal defenses. Analysis of 37 cases from 1974-2022 found an overall
defense success rate of 27.0%, with SPE classification demonstrating strong predictive validity
for legal outcomes (y*> = 13.28, p <.001, Cramér's V = .599). Dissociative features emerged as
the strongest predictor of defense success (OR = 23.0), while post-arrest claim emergence
negatively predicted favorable outcomes. Expert testimony was present in 94.6% of cases, with
psychiatric experts associated with higher success rates than theological experts. These findings
suggest that courts are more receptive to possession claims framed in psychiatric terms
(dissociation, mental disorder) than theological terms (demonic influence).

For practical forensic application, this suggests that spiritual assessment might be most
effectively integrated with established psychiatric frameworks. Rather than presenting SPE
scores as evidence of "demonic influence" (which courts have generally rejected), evaluators
might present findings in terms of psychological constructs: meaning-deficit, moral
disengagement, identity disturbance, existential despair. These constructs have established
psychiatric recognition and avoid the constitutional and credibility concerns that explicitly
religious testimony raises. The SPE-70's correlation with validated psychiatric measures

(dissociation, psychopathy) supports this integration approach.
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Ethical Considerations in Spiritual Assessment

Spiritual assessment in forensic contexts raises ethical considerations that practitioners
must navigate. The American Psychological Association's Ethical Principles and Code of
Conduct (2017) requires competence, integrity, respect for persons, and concern for welfare.
Applying spiritual assessment ethically requires attention to several concerns.

Competence requires that practitioners possess adequate knowledge and skill in areas
where they practice. Administering and interpreting spiritual assessment instruments requires
understanding both the instruments themselves and the theological frameworks underlying them.
Mental health professionals without theological training may lack competence to interpret
spiritual assessment findings; conversely, clergy without psychological training may lack
competence to integrate findings with psychiatric data. Ethical practice may require
interdisciplinary collaboration between mental health professionals and clergy/pastoral
counselors, with each contributing their respective expertise.

Respect for persons requires attention to religious diversity and potential for coercion in
correctional contexts. Inmates may feel pressured to participate in religious programming to gain
benefits; spiritual assessment must be voluntary with clear informed consent. Practitioners must
respect diverse religious backgrounds, recognizing that the SPE model's Christian theological
foundations may not fully capture spiritual experiences in other traditions. Cultural humility
requires acknowledging the limitations of instruments developed in specific religious contexts
when applied to religiously diverse populations.

Concern for welfare includes consideration of potential harms from spiritual assessment.
Identifying an offender as "spiritually afflicted" could lead to stigma, inappropriate intervention,

or distraction from effective treatment. Findings must be communicated responsibly, avoiding
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sensationalization or misapplication. The complementary relationship between spiritual and
psychiatric explanations emphasized in psychopossession theory guards against replacing
appropriate psychiatric treatment with spiritual intervention alone—both dimensions require

attention for comprehensive care.

Synthesis and Identification of Gaps

This literature review has examined biblical-theological foundations of spiritual vacuum,
psychopossession theory and the SPE model, criminological theories, psychopathy and the
seared conscience, religion and criminal justice, risk assessment, and forensic applications.
Synthesizing these diverse streams identifies both the scholarly foundation supporting
investigation of the spiritually vacant offender and significant gaps that the present study

addresses.

Convergent Findings Across Disciplines

Several key convergences emerge across theological, psychological, and criminological
literatures. First, progressive moral deterioration appears consistently across disciplines:
hamartiology describes sin's developmental trajectory (James 1:14-15; Romans 1:18-32);
psychopathy research documents the stability and resistance to change of antisocial personality
features; criminological research identifies criminal career patterns with escalation over time.
These convergent descriptions suggest that moral deterioration follows recognizable patterns
regardless of disciplinary framework employed.

Second, the hardened heart construct from Scripture corresponds remarkably to the
clinical construct of psychopathy. The features of the hardened heart—callousness (Ephesians

4:19), moral insensitivity (1 Timothy 4:2), resistance to correction (Proverbs 29:1)—parallel the
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Factor 1 features of psychopathy: lack of empathy, shallow affect, lack of remorse, failure to
accept responsibility. The forensic validation finding of r = .702 correlation between SPE
placement and PCL-R psychopathy provides empirical support for this theoretical
correspondence. This convergence suggests that theological and psychological traditions, though
employing different vocabulary, may describe overlapping phenomena.

Third, religious involvement consistently emerges as a protective factor against criminal
behavior across research paradigms. Meta-analyses of religion-crime research (Baier & Wright,
2001), evaluations of faith-based programming (Johnson, 2011), and desistance research
(Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 2001) converge in finding that religious involvement, spiritual
transformation, and meaning-making are associated with reduced criminal behavior. This
convergent finding supports the inverse proposition underlying the present study: if religious

involvement protects, spiritual vacuum may increase risk.

Gaps in the Literature

Despite convergent findings, significant gaps remain in the literature that the present
study addresses. First, spiritual vacuum as risk factor has not been directly investigated. While
religious involvement has been studied as protective factor, the absence of positive spiritual
factors—meaning-deficit, transcendence disconnection, moral disorientation, practice absence—
has not been operationalized as a distinct criminogenic construct. The present study addresses
this gap by examining spiritual vacuum as predictor of criminal behavior and recidivism.

Second, integration of psychopossession theory with established criminological
frameworks remains undeveloped. While forensic validation studies have examined SPE/PAP
predictive validity, systematic integration with strain theory, social learning theory, control

theory, and RNR models has not been undertaken. The present study contributes to this
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integration by examining how spiritual vacuum relates to and extends traditional criminological
explanations.

Third, mechanisms linking spiritual vacuum to criminal behavior require elaboration. The
correlation between SPE placement and criminal outcomes does not establish causal
mechanisms. The present study examines potential mediating variables—moral disengagement,
meaning in life, existential despair—that may explain how spiritual vacuum affects criminal
behavior. Understanding mechanisms enables more targeted intervention development.

Fourth, offender typology based on spiritual profiles has not been developed. Not all
offenders exhibit spiritual vacuum; some maintain religious involvement throughout criminal
careers. Identifying subgroups based on spiritual characteristics may enable more personalized
intervention matching. The present study examines whether distinct spiritual profiles emerge in
offender populations and whether profile membership predicts differential outcomes.

Fifth, intervention implications of spiritual vacuum have not been translated into
programming guidelines. If spiritual vacuum constitutes a criminogenic factor, what
interventions address it? How should spiritual programming be integrated with traditional
rehabilitation approaches? The present study contributes preliminary guidelines based on
findings, though intervention development and evaluation represent directions for future

research.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has provided comprehensive review of literature spanning biblical-
theological foundations, psychopossession theory, criminological perspectives, psychopathy

research, religion-crime relationships, risk assessment, and forensic applications. The review
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establishes the scholarly foundation for investigating the spiritually vacant offender as a
construct integrating theological, psychological, and criminological perspectives.

Biblical-theological analysis established scriptural warrant for understanding spiritual
vacuum as criminogenic. The "empty house" parable presents spiritual emptiness as creating
vulnerability to worse conditions. Old Testament perspectives link spiritual orientation to moral
behavior through the heart concept. Hamartiology establishes sin's progressive nature with
developmental trajectory from temptation through bondage. The hardened heart construct
describes progressive loss of moral sensitivity culminating in callousness, moral insensitivity,
and resistance to correction—features paralleling psychopathy.

Psychopossession theory provides the first systematic empirical framework for
investigating the spiritual-psychiatric interface. The SPE model's seven-level continuum enables
assessment of spiritual affliction severity. Validation studies demonstrate excellent psychometric
properties and strong predictive validity for psychiatric conditions and criminal outcomes.
Forensic validation specifically established relevance for criminal justice populations: SPE
scores correlate with psychopathy (r =.702) and predict recidivism (AUC = .67-.71).

Criminological theories provide frameworks that can integrate spiritual factors. Strain
theory accommodates spiritual vacuum as a source of strain. Social learning theory explains how
spiritual vacuum affects associations and definitions. Control theory relates spiritual vacuum to
weakened bonds and self-control. Biopsychosocial models can extend to biopsychosocial-
spiritual models incorporating spiritual assessment. The religion-crime literature establishes
religious involvement as protective, supporting the inverse proposition that spiritual vacuum may

be criminogenic.
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Psychopathy research illuminates the clinical correlates of the spiritually vacant offender.
The seared conscience construct from Scripture corresponds to psychopathic callousness and
empathy deficits. Neurobiological research identifies brain abnormalities associated with
affective deficits, though these findings complement rather than contradict spiritual explanations
within a biopsychosocial-spiritual framework. The strong correlation between SPE placement
and PCL-R psychopathy suggests that theological and clinical constructs may describe
overlapping phenomena.

Risk assessment literature establishes the paradigm within which spiritual assessment
instruments must be positioned. The RNR model identifies criminogenic factors but omits
explicit spiritual factors. Validated risk assessment instruments achieve predictive accuracy
(AUC = .65-.75) that provides benchmarks for spiritual assessment instruments. The SPE-70 and
PAP instruments demonstrate comparable predictive validity (AUC = .67-.71) with incremental
validity beyond established instruments, supporting their potential contribution to comprehensive
risk assessment.

Forensic application of psychopossession theory requires navigation of legal, ethical, and
practical challenges. Courts have generally been skeptical of possession-based defenses but more
receptive when claims are framed in psychiatric terms. Expert testimony would face Daubert
challenges regarding scientific validity—challenges that validation research addresses but may
not fully satisfy. Ethical considerations include competence, respect for religious diversity, and
concern for potential harms. Integration of spiritual assessment with established forensic
frameworks appears more viable than standalone spiritual testimony.

Gaps identified in this review establish the need for the present study. Investigation of

spiritual vacuum as risk factor, integration with criminological theory, examination of
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mechanisms, development of offender typologies, and translation to intervention guidelines all
represent contributions the present study makes. The following chapter details the methodology
employed to address these gaps through investigation of the spiritually vacant offender in

forensic populations.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Introduction to the Methodology

This chapter presents the research methodology employed to investigate spiritual vacuum
as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession framework. Building upon
the theoretical foundations and empirical literature reviewed in Chapter 2, this methodology
chapter articulates the systematic procedures by which the study's research questions were
addressed and hypotheses tested. The chapter provides comprehensive documentation of the
research design, participant selection, instrumentation, data collection procedures, and analytical
strategies employed to examine relationships between spiritual vacuum indicators, Spectrum of
Possession by Evil (SPE) placement, and criminal justice outcomes in adult forensic populations.

The methodological approach reflects the study's position at the intersection of forensic
psychology, Christian theology, and criminological research. As such, the methodology
integrates rigorous quantitative research procedures with sensitivity to the spiritual constructs
under investigation. The psychopossession framework (Pokorny, 2026a, 2026b, 2026¢) provides
validated instruments for measuring spiritual affliction that have demonstrated strong
psychometric properties in prior research, enabling empirical investigation of phenomena
traditionally considered outside the scope of scientific inquiry. This study extends that
framework by examining spiritual vacuum—a state of existential meaninglessness, moral
disorientation, and transcendent disconnection—as a specific mechanism contributing to the
spiritual deterioration observed in offender populations.

The chapter is organized into twelve major sections. Following this introduction, the
research design and rationale section articulates the quantitative correlational design employed

and justifies this approach for addressing the study's aims. The research questions and
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hypotheses section restates the specific empirical predictions tested. Subsequent sections address
population and sampling procedures, data sources, instrumentation, variable operationalization,
data collection procedures, and the comprehensive data analysis plan. The chapter concludes
with discussions of validity and reliability considerations, ethical protections, methodological

limitations, and a summary integrating the key methodological elements.

Research Design and Rationale

Quantitative Research Paradigm

This study employed a quantitative research paradigm grounded in the post-positivist
philosophical tradition. Post-positivism acknowledges that while objective reality exists
independently of human perception, our knowledge of that reality is necessarily imperfect and
probabilistic (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Within this paradigm, research aims to test theories
and hypotheses through systematic observation and measurement, recognizing that findings are
provisional and subject to revision as evidence accumulates. The quantitative approach enables
examination of relationships between variables across large samples, permitting statistical
inference and generalization to broader populations.

The choice of a quantitative paradigm was determined by the nature of the research
questions, which focus on establishing correlational relationships, predictive validity, and group
differences amenable to statistical testing. While qualitative approaches could provide rich
phenomenological data regarding offenders' spiritual experiences, the primary aims of this
study—validating spiritual vacuum as a measurable risk factor and demonstrating incremental
predictive validity for recidivism—require quantitative methodology capable of hypothesis

testing, effect size estimation, and statistical inference. The psychopossession framework's
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validated instruments (SPE-70, PAP-112) were developed specifically for quantitative
assessment, providing the measurement infrastructure necessary for rigorous empirical

investigation.

Correlational/Predictive Design

The study employed a retrospective correlational/predictive design utilizing archival data
from criminal justice databases. Correlational designs examine relationships between variables
without experimental manipulation, making them appropriate for investigating naturally
occurring individual differences in contexts where random assignment is neither feasible nor
ethical (Heppner et al., 2016). The retrospective component enabled examination of established
criminal justice records with documented recidivism outcomes, providing criterion variables
(recidivism) that prospective designs would require years to observe.

The predictive aspect of the design focused on evaluating whether spiritual vacuum
indicators and SPE placement predict forensically relevant outcomes (recidivism, violent
behavior) beyond chance levels and beyond variance explained by established risk factors.
Predictive validity represents a crucial criterion for forensic assessment instruments; if spiritual
factors contribute unique variance to outcome prediction, this provides evidence for their
incorporation into comprehensive risk assessment protocols (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). The
design's emphasis on incremental predictive validity—testing whether spiritual vacuum adds to
prediction beyond demographic and criminal history variables—addresses the practical question
of whether spiritual assessment provides information not already captured by standard forensic

evaluation.

123



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Justification for Chosen Approach

Several considerations justified the selection of a retrospective archival design over
alternative approaches. First, ethical constraints preclude experimental designs manipulating
spiritual condition or criminal behavior. One cannot randomly assign individuals to experience
spiritual vacuum or commit crimes; such manipulation would be both impossible and profoundly
unethical. Correlational designs examining naturally occurring variation circumvent these
constraints while still enabling examination of hypothesized relationships (Shadish et al., 2002).

Second, the retrospective archival approach enabled access to large samples with
comprehensive case file information and documented outcome data that would require decades
to accumulate prospectively. Department of Justice databases contain detailed psychiatric
evaluations, criminal histories, institutional behavior records, and recidivism follow-up data for
thousands of offenders. Retrospective coding of spiritual constructs from these existing records
enabled examination of hypothesized relationships in a sample size (N = 600) providing
adequate statistical power for planned analyses while including the 3-year recidivism follow-up
necessary for outcome assessment.

Third, this design extends prior validation of psychopossession theory into forensic
contexts. Pokorny's (2026c) forensic validation study established relationships between SPE
placement and psychopathy (r =.702) using similar retrospective archival methodology. The
present study builds upon this foundation by examining spiritual vacuum as a specific
mechanism, employing comparable methods to ensure methodological continuity and facilitate
comparison of findings across studies.

Fourth, while acknowledging that correlational designs cannot establish causation

definitively, the study's theoretical framework and analytical strategies address causal inference
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to the extent possible within non-experimental methodology. Structural equation modeling
enables testing of hypothesized causal pathways, and hierarchical regression controlling for
confounds strengthens causal inference beyond simple bivariate correlations. The study thus
provides the correlational foundation necessary for future prospective and intervention research

that could more definitively address causal questions.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

This study addressed three primary research questions, each with multiple specific
hypotheses derived from psychopossession theory and the spiritual vacuum construct. The
research questions progressed from examining basic correlational relationships to testing
predictive validity to exploring offense-type differences, providing comprehensive empirical

evaluation of spiritual vacuum as a forensic construct.

Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

Research Question 1: What is the relationship between spiritual vacuum indicators and
Spectrum of Possession by Evil placement in forensic populations?

This question tested the theoretical proposition that spiritual vacuum—conceptualized as
a state of meaning-deficit, transcendent disconnection, and moral disorientation—correlates with
elevated SPE placement. Psychopossession theory proposes that spiritual emptiness creates
conditions favorable to the progressive hardening process, increasing vulnerability to demonic
influence and facilitating movement along the SPE continuum. Four specific hypotheses tested
different aspects of this relationship:

H1a: Spiritual vacuum total scores will demonstrate significant positive correlation with

SPE-70 total scores, with predicted effect size r > .40 indicating medium-to-large effect.
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H1b: The meaning-deficit dimension of spiritual vacuum will show strongest correlation
with the SPE Thought Life domain, reflecting theoretical alignment between existential
meaninglessness and disordered thought patterns.

H1ec: The transcendence disconnection dimension will show strongest correlation with
the SPE Response to Spiritual Intervention domain, reflecting theoretical alignment between
divine disconnection and resistance to spiritual ministry.

H1d: The moral disorientation dimension will show strongest correlation with the SPE
Behavioral Patterns domain, reflecting theoretical alignment between loss of moral grounding

and sinful behavioral manifestations.

Research Question 2: Predictive Validity for Recidivism

Research Question 2: To what extent does spiritual vacuum predict recidivism and
violent behavior beyond established risk factors?

This question examined whether spiritual vacuum contributes unique predictive validity
for forensically relevant outcomes beyond variance explained by demographic variables and
criminal history—the traditional predictors employed in actuarial risk assessment. Evidence of
incremental validity would support incorporating spiritual assessment into comprehensive
forensic evaluation protocols. Three hypotheses tested different aspects of predictive validity:

H2a: Spiritual vacuum scores will demonstrate incremental predictive validity for
general recidivism (any rearrest within 3 years) beyond demographic variables and criminal
history, with significant R* change when spiritual vacuum is added to the prediction model.

H2b: Spiritual vacuum scores will demonstrate incremental predictive validity for violent
recidivism, with Area Under the Curve (AUC) improvement of at least .05 when spiritual

vacuum is added to the base model containing demographic and criminal history predictors.
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H2c: The relationship between spiritual vacuum and recidivism will be partially
mediated by SPE placement, consistent with the theoretical model proposing that spiritual
vacuum creates conditions enabling progression along the SPE continuum, which in turn

manifests in criminal behavior patterns.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences

Research Question 3: Do offense types differ in spiritual vacuum profiles?

This question examined whether different categories of criminal offenders exhibit distinct
patterns of spiritual vacuum, informing offense-specific assessment and treatment protocols.
Differential vacuum profiles across offense types would support targeted spiritual interventions
matched to offender characteristics. Three hypotheses tested offense-type predictions:

H3a: Violent offenders will demonstrate highest overall spiritual vacuum scores
compared to property and drug offenders, reflecting the theoretical proposition that violent
criminality emerges from profound spiritual emptiness and moral disorientation.

H3b: Sexual offenders will show elevated meaning-deficit and transcendence
disconnection dimensions specifically, reflecting theoretical models of sexual offending
involving objectification of others and disconnection from transcendent moral frameworks.

H3c: Property offenders will show moderate vacuum profiles across dimensions, with

less extreme elevation than violent offenders but greater vacuum than general population norms.
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Table 3.1 Research Questions and Hypotheses Overview

RQ Hypothesis Predicted Relationship Analysis Method
RQ1 Hla SVS total — SPE-70 Pearson correlation
total: r > .40
Hlb Meaning-deficit — SPE Correlation matrix
Thought Life (strongest) comparison
Hlc Transcendence — SPE Correlation matrix
Response (strongest) comparison
Hld Moral disorientation — Correlation matrix
SPE Behavioral comparison
(strongest)
RQ2 H2a SVS predicts general Hierarchical logistic
recidivism: sig. AR? regression
H2b SVS predicts violent ROC curve analysis
recidivism: AAUC > .05
H2c SPE mediates vacuum- SEM mediation analysis
recidivism relationship
RQ3 H3a Violent > Property > One-way ANOVA
Drug in SVS total
H3b Sexual: elevated meaning- | MANOVA profile
deficit, transcendence analysis
H3c Property: moderate Post-hoc comparisons
elevation across
dimensions
Total Hypotheses 10
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Note. RQ = Research Question; SVS = Spiritual Vacuum Scale; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil; SEM =
Structural Equation Modeling; AUC = Area Under the Curve; ANOVA = Analysis of Variance; MANOVA =

Multivariate Analysis of Variance.

Population and Sample

Target Population

The target population for this study consisted of adult criminal offenders within the
United States criminal justice system who had been convicted of felony offenses and for whom
comprehensive case file documentation was available. This population was selected because
psychopossession theory and the spiritual vacuum construct specifically predict elevated spiritual
affliction among individuals engaging in serious criminal behavior. The forensic population
represents a theoretically relevant sample for testing whether spiritual vacuum functions as a
criminogenic risk factor and whether the "hardened heart" phenomenon—progressive moral
callousness resulting from persistent sin and spiritual emptiness—manifests in measurable
relationships with criminal justice variables.

The population's characteristics aligned with the study's theoretical focus on spiritual
deterioration and criminal behavior. Criminal offenders represent individuals whose life
trajectories have included persistent violation of moral and legal norms, providing a context in
which the hypothesized vacuum-criminality relationship could be examined. Furthermore,
comprehensive forensic evaluations typically conducted for felony offenders provide the detailed
psychiatric, psychological, and behavioral documentation necessary for retrospective coding of
spiritual constructs. The population also represents a group for whom the practical implications
of findings—informing risk assessment and rehabilitation programming—have direct

applicability.
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Sampling Strategy

The study employed stratified purposive sampling to ensure adequate representation
across offense types theoretically relevant to the spiritual vacuum construct. Stratification by
offense type served multiple purposes: enabling examination of Research Question 3 hypotheses
regarding offense-type differences, ensuring sufficient cell sizes for subgroup analyses, and
reflecting the diversity of criminal behavior patterns potentially related to spiritual vacuum in
different ways.

The stratification scheme allocated cases across four primary offense categories based on
theoretical predictions regarding vacuum profiles and practical considerations regarding database
availability: violent offenders (murder, assault, robbery) comprising 40% of the sample (n =
240); property offenders (burglary, theft, fraud) comprising 30% of the sample (n = 180); sexual
offenders (rape, child sexual abuse, possession of child sexual abuse material) comprising 20%
of the sample (n = 120); and drug offenders (trafficking, distribution, possession with intent)
comprising 10% of the sample (n = 60). This stratification reflected both theoretical predictions
(violent and sexual offenders hypothesized to show highest vacuum scores) and practical
considerations (drug offenders included as comparison group with potentially different vacuum

profiles).

Sample Size Justification

The target sample size of N = 600 was determined through a priori power analysis
considering the statistical requirements of all planned analyses. For the primary correlation
analyses (Research Question 1), detecting a medium-to-large effect (r = .40) at o = .05 with
power = .95 requires n = 75. For hierarchical logistic regression (Research Question 2), detecting

an odds ratio of 1.5 with base recidivism rate of 45% at o = .05 with power = .90 requires n =
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500 assuming 6-8 predictors. For one-way ANOVA comparing four offense groups (Research
Question 3), detecting a medium effect (f = .25) at a = .05 with power = .95 requires n =~ 280
total (70 per group).

The N = 600 sample provided substantial power exceeding minimum requirements for all
planned analyses, enabling detection of small-to-medium effects with high confidence. The
sample size also accommodated the structural equation modeling analyses planned for testing
mediation hypotheses (H2c), which typically require n > 200 for stable parameter estimation and
adequate model fit assessment (Kline, 2015). Additionally, the sample size allowed for missing

data and covariate adjustments without compromising statistical power.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion criteria for the study sample were as follows: (a) age 18 years or older at the
time of index offense, ensuring adult adjudication and eliminating developmental confounds
associated with juvenile offending; (b) felony conviction with documented sentence, providing
criterion verification of criminal status; (c) comprehensive case file including psychiatric or
psychological evaluation, enabling retrospective coding of spiritual constructs from detailed
clinical documentation; (d) Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) assessment available,
providing criterion measure of psychopathic personality for validation analyses; and (e)
minimum 3-year follow-up period with documented recidivism status, enabling outcome
prediction analyses.

Exclusion criteria were as follows: (a) incomplete case records lacking psychiatric
evaluation or sufficient documentation for reliable coding of spiritual constructs; (b) active
appeals or pending cases precluding final disposition determination; (c) severe intellectual

disability (IQ < 70) documented in case files, as spiritual vacuum constructs may not apply
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equivalently to individuals with significant cognitive limitations; and (d) documented psychotic

disorder with active symptoms at assessment, as acute psychosis could confound spiritual

affliction indicators. These exclusion criteria balanced internal validity considerations with

generalizability to typical forensic populations.

Table 3.2 Sample Stratification by Offense Type

Offense Category Specific Offenses n % Theoretical
Included Rationale
Violent Offenders Murder, 240 40% Highest predicted
manslaughter, vacuum; profound
aggravated assault, moral disorientation
robbery, kidnapping
Property Offenders | Burglary, theft, 180 30% Moderate vacuum;
fraud, forgery, instrumental rather
embezzlement than expressive
crime
Sexual Offenders Rape, child sexual 120 20% Elevated meaning-
abuse, CSAM deficit and
possession transcendence
disconnection
Drug Offenders Trafficking, 60 10% Comparison group;
distribution, potentially different
manufacturing vacuum profile
Total 600 100%

Note. CSAM = Child Sexual Abuse Material. Stratification percentages were determined through combination of

theoretical predictions regarding vacuum profiles and practical considerations regarding database availability.
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Data Sources

Primary Data Sources

The primary data for this study were obtained from archival databases maintained by the
United States Department of Justice (DOJ) and the National Institute of Justice (N1J). These
databases contain comprehensive criminal justice records including offense histories, sentencing
information, correctional records, and recidivism tracking data. Access was obtained through
formal data use agreements specifying research purposes, confidentiality protections, and
prohibited uses of identifiable information.

Case files accessed through DOJ databases included multiple data elements essential for
the study: comprehensive psychiatric or psychological evaluations conducted for sentencing,
classification, or parole purposes; PCL-R assessments administered by trained forensic
evaluators; presentence investigation reports containing social history, substance use history, and
offense narratives; institutional behavior reports documenting misconduct and program
participation during incarceration; and recidivism tracking data from the FBI's National Crime

Information Center (NCIC) documenting any arrests within the 3-year follow-up period.

Archival Data Specifications

The archival data meeting inclusion criteria were identified through structured database
queries specifying conviction dates, offense categories, and availability of required
documentation. Cases from the 2015-2020 conviction cohort were prioritized to ensure adequate
follow-up periods for recidivism assessment while maintaining contemporary relevance. Within
each offense stratum, cases were randomly selected from the pool meeting inclusion criteria to

minimize selection bias.
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The psychiatric and psychological evaluations within case files provided the primary

source material for retrospective coding of spiritual constructs. These evaluations typically

included structured clinical interviews, collateral information review, psychological testing, and

clinical observations—providing rich behavioral and phenomenological data from which SPE-70

and PAP items could be coded. Evaluations conducted by licensed psychologists or psychiatrists

with forensic credentials were prioritized for inclusion to ensure documentation quality.

Table 3.3 Data Sources with Access Information and Descriptions

Data Source

URL/Access Point

Data Elements

Use in Study

Bureau of Justice

Statistics Recidivism

Studies

bjs.ojp.gov/topics/corrections/recidivism

Recidivism rates,
outcome tracking

methodology

Outcome variable
definitions,

comparison data

National Corrections

bjs.ojp.gov/data-collection/ncrp

Admission/release

Sample identification,

Reporting Program records, sentence data | criminal history
(NCRP) variables
Survey of Inmates bjs.ojp.gov/data-collection/surveys Inmate characteristics, | Sample

(State/Federal)

prior offenses

demographics, control

variables

Federal Justice

fjsrc.urban.org

Federal case

Federal case

Statistics Resource processing data supplementation
Center

FBI Uniform Crime ucr.fbi.gov Offense classifications, | Offense coding
Reports crime statistics verification

NI1J Data Archive

nij.ojp.gov/funding/data-resources-

center

Research datasets,

recidivism tracking

Longitudinal outcome

data
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State DOC Records Formal data use agreements Psychological Primary case file data
(Multiple States) evaluations, PCL-R, for coding

institutional records

Note. NCRP = National Corrections Reporting Program; NIJ = National Institute of Justice; DOC = Department of
Corrections; PCL-R = Psychopathy Checklist-Revised. All data access obtained through formal agreements

specifying research use, confidentiality protections, and IRB approval requirements.

Instrumentation

This study employed multiple validated instruments measuring spiritual affliction
constructs, psychopathy, and criminal justice outcomes. The instrumentation battery integrated
established forensic assessment tools with the recently developed psychopossession framework
instruments, along with the newly constructed Spiritual Vacuum Scale (SVS) specifically
designed for this study. This section describes each instrument's theoretical foundation,

psychometric properties, and application procedures for retrospective coding.

SPE-70 Assessment Instrument

The Spectrum of Possession by Evil-70 (SPE-70; Pokorny, 2026a) is a 70-item
instrument measuring placement along the seven-level SPE continuum. The instrument assesses
spiritual affliction across seven domains: Thought Life (items 1-10), assessing intrusive
thoughts, blasphemous ideation, and cognitive spiritual disturbance; Behavioral Patterns (items
11-20), assessing sinful behaviors, compulsive patterns, and behavioral dysregulation; Spiritual
Life (items 21-30), assessing prayer, Scripture engagement, worship participation, and divine
connection; Relational Dynamics (items 31-40), assessing relationships with God and others,
isolation, and community disconnection; Physical Manifestations (items 41-50), assessing

unexplained physical symptoms, disturbances during spiritual activities, and bodily signs of
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spiritual affliction; Degree of Control (items 51-60), assessing autonomy versus external
influence, dissociative experiences, and loss of volitional control; and Response to Spiritual
Intervention (items 61-70), assessing reactions to prayer ministry, Scripture, sacraments, and
deliverance intervention.

Each item is rated on a 5-point scale (0 = Never/Not at all to 4 = Always/Extremely)
based on the past 3 months. Domain scores are calculated by summing items within each domain
(range 0-40) and applying differential weight multipliers: Domains 1-3 (weight 1.0), Domain 4
(weight 1.2), Domain 5 (weight 1.5), Domain 6 (weight 1.8), and Domain 7 (weight 2.0). The
weighted total score (range 0-350+) corresponds to SPE levels: Level 1 (0-49), Level 2 (50-99),
Level 3 (100-149), Level 4 (150-199), Level 5 (200-249), Level 6 (250-299), and Level 7
(300+).

The SPE-70 demonstrated exceptional psychometric properties in validation studies (N =
847): internal consistency Cronbach's o = .962 for total score, with subscale alphas ranging from
.85 to .93; test-retest reliability r = .89 over 14-day interval; confirmatory factor analysis model
fit CFI1 = .962, RMSEA = .028, SRMR = .041; convergent validity with clinical demonology
expert ratings r = .78; and discriminant validity AUC = .962 distinguishing clinical from
community samples (Pokorny, 2026a). Cross-denominational theological validation yielded
acceptance ratings of 4.20-4.68 on 5-point scales across Reformed, Wesleyan, Catholic, and

Pentecostal-Charismatic traditions.

Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112)

The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112; Pokorny, 2026b) is a 112-item
instrument extending the SPE-70 to assess the spiritual-psychiatric interface more

comprehensively. The PAP includes the seven SPE domains plus additional modules assessing
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psychiatric correlates: Psychiatric History Module (items 71-84), assessing prior diagnoses,
treatment history, and hospitalization; Substance Use Module (items 85-98), assessing alcohol
and drug use patterns, compulsion, and attempts at cessation; and Treatment Response Module
(items 99-112), assessing response to psychiatric medication, psychotherapy, and integrated
interventions.

The PAP demonstrated strong psychometric properties in validation research (N = 450):
internal consistency a = .94; test-retest reliability r > .80 over 14-day interval; confirmatory
factor analysis model fit CFI1 = .96, RMSEA = .039; convergent validity with SPE-70 r = .79;
and correlations with psychiatric symptom measures ranging from r = .39 (antisocial features) to
r = .56 (dissociative symptoms), all p <.001 (Pokorny, 2026b). Bidirectional predictive analyses
demonstrated that SPE placement predicted psychiatric symptom severity (R? = .441) and
psychiatric symptoms predicted SPE placement (R? = .478).

For forensic applications, the PAP demonstrated predictive validity for criminal justice
outcomes: general recidivism AUC = .669 and violent recidivism AUC = .713 (Pokorny, 2026c¢).
These psychometric properties support the PAP's use in forensic contexts for assessing the

spiritual-psychiatric interface relevant to understanding criminal behavior.

Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R)

The Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R; Hare, 2003) is the gold-standard instrument
for assessing psychopathic personality in forensic populations. The PCL-R consists of 20 items
rated 0 (does not apply), 1 (applies somewhat), or 2 (definitely applies) based on structured
interview and extensive file review. Total scores range from 0-40, with a cutoff of 30 typically
designating psychopathy in North American samples. Factor analysis yields two factors: Factor 1

(Interpersonal-Affective, 8 items) assessing glibness, grandiosity, pathological lying,
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manipulation, lack of remorse, shallow affect, callousness, and failure to accept responsibility;
and Factor 2 (Lifestyle-Antisocial, 10 items) assessing stimulation-seeking, parasitic lifestyle,
poor behavioral controls, early behavioral problems, lack of realistic goals, impulsivity,
irresponsibility, juvenile delinquency, and revocation of conditional release.

The PCL-R demonstrates excellent psychometric properties: internal consistency o = .85-
.90 across studies; inter-rater reliability ICC = .85-.90; predictive validity for violent recidivism
with effect sizes d = 0.55-0.65; and extensive construct validity evidence across cultures and
settings (Hare & Neumann, 2008). The PCL-R was included in this study as the criterion
measure for examining "hardened heart" correspondence with psychopathic personality and for

establishing convergent validity of spiritual vacuum with established forensic constructs.

Spiritual Vacuum Scale (SVS)

The Spiritual Vacuum Scale (SVS) was developed specifically for this study to assess the
four dimensions of spiritual vacuum theorized to contribute to criminal behavior: (a) Meaning-
Deficit—absence of transcendent purpose, ultimate goals, and life significance; (b)
Transcendence Disconnection—disrupted or absent relationship with the divine, spiritual
alienation, and rejection of religious meaning-systems; (c) Moral Disorientation—absence of
stable moral compass, relativistic ethics, and lack of transcendent moral authority; and (d)
Spiritual Practice Absence—Ilack of engagement in prayer, worship, religious community, or
spiritual disciplines.

The SVS consists of 40 items (10 per dimension) rated on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly
Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). Items were developed through systematic review of existential
psychology literature (particularly Viktor Frankl's existential vacuum concept), theological

sources on acedia and spiritual abandonment, and criminological research on moral
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disengagement. Content validity was established through expert review by theologians, forensic
psychologists, and pastoral counselors (CVI = .92). Pilot testing with n = 75 participants
established preliminary reliability (a = .91) and factor structure consistent with the four-

dimension theoretical model. Full validation occurred within this study's primary analyses.

Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP)

Because direct administration of the SVS to offenders was not possible within the
retrospective archival design, the Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP) was
developed to enable reliable coding of SVS items from case file documentation. The SV-FCP
provides operational definitions and behavioral indicators for each SVS item, specifying file
information sources (psychiatric evaluation, presentence investigation, collateral reports) and
evidence criteria for each rating level. For example, Item 1 ("I feel my life lacks ultimate purpose
or meaning") is coded based on documented statements regarding life meaning, future
orientation, goal-setting, and responses to interview questions about purpose—with the SV-FCP
manual providing exemplars and decision rules for ambiguous cases.

Inter-rater reliability for the SV-FCP was established through independent coding of 60
randomly selected cases by two trained doctoral-level raters. Intraclass correlation coefficients
(ICC, two-way mixed, absolute agreement) were calculated for total scores and subscales: SVS
Total ICC = .89; Meaning-Deficit ICC = .85; Transcendence Disconnection ICC = .88; Moral
Disorientation ICC = .86; Spiritual Practice Absence ICC = .91. These coefficients exceed the

.75 threshold for good reliability recommended for coding protocols (Cicchetti, 1994).
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Recidivism Measures

Recidivism was operationalized consistent with Bureau of Justice Statistics definitions
(Alper et al., 2018). General recidivism was defined as any rearrest within 3 years post-release
from incarceration, coded dichotomously (0 = no rearrest, 1 = rearrest). Violent recidivism was
defined as rearrest for a violent offense (murder, manslaughter, rape, robbery, assault,
kidnapping) within 3 years, coded dichotomously. Time to recidivism was recorded in days from
release date to first rearrest date for survival analyses. Recidivism data were obtained from FBI

National Crime Information Center (NCIC) records linked to case files.

Table 3.4 Instruments with Psychometric Properties

Instrument Items Internal Consistency | Validity Evidence Use in Present
(o) Study

SPE-70 70 962 CFA: CFI=.962, Primary spiritual
RMSEA=.028; affliction measure
Discriminant
AUC=.962

PAP-112 112 .94 CFA: CFI=.96, Comprehensive
RMSEA=.039; spiritual-psychiatric
Convergent r=.79 assessment
with SPE-70

PCL-R 20 .85-.90 Predictive validity: | Psychopathy
d=0.55-0.65 for criterion measure
violence; ICC=.85-
.90

SVS 40 91 (pilot) Content validity Spiritual vacuum
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CVI=.92; Factor assessment

structure confirmed

SV-FCP 40 coded ICC=.89 (total) Inter-rater reliability | Retrospective
ICCs .85-.91 by coding protocol for
subscale SVS

BJS Recidivism Binary N/A Official records; Outcome variables

NCIC-verified

Note. SPE-70 = Spectrum of Possession by Evil-70; PAP-112 = Psychopossession Assessment Protocol-112; PCL-R
= Psychopathy Checklist-Revised; SVS = Spiritual Vacuum Scale; SV-FCP = Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding
Protocol; BJS = Bureau of Justice Statistics; CFA = Confirmatory Factor Analysis; CFI = Comparative Fit Index;
RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; AUC = Area Under the Curve; CVI = Content Validity

Index; ICC = Intraclass Correlation Coefficient; NCIC = National Crime Information Center.

Variables

This section operationalizes all variables employed in the study, specifying measurement
procedures and theoretical rationale for each. Variables are organized by their role in the
analytical framework: independent variables, dependent variables, control variables, and

mediating/moderating variables.

Independent Variables

The primary independent variables in this study were spiritual vacuum indicators
assessed through the SVS and SV-FCP. Four continuous subscale scores operationalized the
theoretical dimensions of spiritual vacuum:

Meaning-Deficit (MD): Sum of 10 items assessing absence of transcendent purpose,

nihilistic outlook, and perceived meaninglessness. Score range 10-50, with higher scores
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indicating greater meaning-deficit. Theoretical foundation derives from Frankl's (1959/2006)
existential vacuum concept and research linking meaning absence to behavioral dysregulation.

Transcendence Disconnection (TD): Sum of 10 items assessing disrupted relationship
with the divine, spiritual alienation, rejection of religious meaning-systems, and perceived
abandonment by God. Score range 10-50, with higher scores indicating greater disconnection.
Theological foundation derives from the doctrine of the hardened heart and progressive spiritual
abandonment.

Moral Disorientation (MO): Sum of 10 items assessing absence of stable moral
compass, relativistic ethical reasoning, lack of transcendent moral authority, and moral
confusion. Score range 10-50, with higher scores indicating greater disorientation. Theoretical
foundation derives from moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999) and theological
perspectives on conscience.

Spiritual Practice Absence (SPA): Sum of 10 items assessing lack of prayer, worship,
Scripture engagement, religious community involvement, and spiritual disciplines. Score range
10-50, with higher scores indicating greater absence. Theoretical foundation derives from
research linking religious practice to protective effects against criminality (Johnson, 2004; Baier
& Wright, 2001).

Spiritual Vacuum Total (SVS-T): Sum of all 40 items (range 40-200), providing
composite measure of overall spiritual vacuum. Secondary independent variables included SPE-

70 total and subscale scores for analyses examining spiritual affliction relationships.

Dependent Variables
The primary dependent variables operationalized criminal justice outcomes and SPE

placement:
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SPE-70 Total Score: Weighted composite score (range 0-350+) indicating placement on
the Spectrum of Possession by Evil continuum. Used as dependent variable in Research Question
1 analyses examining vacuum-SPE relationships.

SPE Level: Categorical variable (Levels 1-7) derived from SPE-70 total score, used for
descriptive purposes and group comparison analyses.

General Recidivism: Binary variable (0 = no rearrest, 1 = rearrest) indicating any arrest
within 3 years post-release. Base rate in comparable populations approximately 45% (Alper et
al., 2018).

Violent Recidivism: Binary variable (0 = no violent rearrest, 1 = violent rearrest)
indicating arrest for violent offense within 3 years post-release. Base rate in comparable
populations approximately 25%.

Time to Recidivism: Continuous variable indicating number of days from release to first
rearrest (for recidivists) or number of days in follow-up period (for non-recidivists, censored).

Used in survival analyses.

Control Variables

Control variables were included to enable tests of incremental validity and to address
potential confounds:

Demographic Variables: Age at index offense (continuous, years); sex (0 = female, 1 =
male); race/ethnicity (dummy-coded: White, Black, Hispanic, Other); education level
(continuous, years completed).

Criminal History Variables: Number of prior arrests (continuous); number of prior

convictions (continuous); age at first arrest (continuous); prior violent offenses (binary); prior
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incarceration (binary). These variables represent traditional static risk factors employed in
actuarial risk assessment instruments.

Substance Use Variables: Alcohol use disorder diagnosis (binary); drug use disorder
diagnosis (binary); substance use at time of offense (binary). Substance use represents an
established criminogenic factor requiring control.

Mental Health Variables: Any psychiatric diagnosis (binary); personality disorder
diagnosis (binary). Included to examine whether spiritual vacuum provides incremental validity

beyond psychiatric factors.

Mediating and Moderating Variables

Mediating Variable: SPE-70 total score was examined as a potential mediator of the
vacuum-recidivism relationship (Hypothesis H2c). The theoretical model proposes that spiritual
vacuum creates conditions enabling progression along the SPE continuum, which in turn
manifests in criminal behavior patterns. Testing mediation examines whether the pathway from
vacuum to recidivism operates through SPE placement.

Moderating Variable: Offense type (violent, property, sexual, drug) was examined as a
potential moderator of vacuum-outcome relationships. Theoretical predictions suggested that
vacuum effects may differ across offense types, with potentially stronger relationships for violent

offenders exhibiting the most profound moral disorientation.
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Variable Type Measurement Role in Analysis
Meaning-Deficit (MD) Continuous (10-50) SVS items 1-10 sum via SV- | Independent
FCP coding

Transcendence Continuous (10-50) SVS items 11-20 sum via Independent
Disconnection (TD) SV-FCP coding

Moral Disorientation Continuous (10-50) SVS items 21-30 sum via Independent
(MO) SV-FCP coding

Spiritual Practice Continuous (10-50) SVS items 31-40 sum via Independent
Absence (SPA) SV-FCP coding

SVS Total Continuous (40-200) Sum of all SVS subscales Independent

SPE-70 Total

Continuous (0-350+)

Weighted sum per SPE-70

DV (RQ1); Mediator

scoring (RQ2)

SPE Level Ordinal (1-7) Derived from SPE-70 total Descriptive/Grouping
score

General Recidivism Binary (0/1) Any rearrest within 3 years Dependent (RQ2)
(NCIC)

Violent Recidivism Binary (0/1) Violent rearrest within 3 Dependent (RQ2)
years (NCIC)

Age Continuous (years) Age at index offense Control

Sex Binary (0=F, 1=M) Documented sex Control

Prior Arrests Continuous (count) Number of prior arrests Control

Substance Use Disorder Binary (0/1) Documented SUD diagnosis | Control

Offense Type

Categorical (4 levels)

Violent/Property/Sexual/Drug

Moderator; Grouping
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(RQ3)

Note. SVS = Spiritual Vacuum Scale; SV-FCP = Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol; SPE = Spectrum of
Possession by Evil; DV = Dependent Variable; RQ = Research Question; NCIC = National Crime Information

Center; SUD = Substance Use Disorder.

Figure 3.1 Conceptual Model of Study Variables and Hypothesized Relationships

Figure 3.1

CONTROL VARIABLES

Risk S

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES DEPENDENT VARIABLES
Spiritual Vacuum Dimensions Criminal Justice Outcomes (RQ2)
MEDIATOR / DV (RQ1)
I Religious Disengagement ‘ ) Spectrum of Possession i) ‘ General I Recidivism ‘
by Evil (SPE)
Spititual Emptiness
Violent Recidivism
’ Meaning/Purpose Deficit ‘ SPE Placement
I Time to Re-offense ‘
Leveis 17
I Moral Detachment ‘
Transcendence Absence
MODERATOR (RQ3)
Offense Type
— imaytypomeszedrah  meeeee oderstonttect s Controlariale fect oirec fect

Note. The conceptual model illustrates hypothesized relationships between spiritual vacuum dimensions
(independent variables), SPE placement (dependent variable for RQ1; mediator for RQ2), and criminal justice
outcomes (dependent variables for RQ2). Offense type serves as a moderator for examining group differences

(RQ3). Control variables are included in regression models to test incremental validity.
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Data Collection Procedures

Archival Data Extraction

Data collection occurred in three phases: case identification and selection, file extraction
and preparation, and retrospective coding. Each phase followed standardized protocols to ensure
data quality and consistency.

Phase 1: Case Identification and Selection. Using structured database queries, cases
meeting inclusion criteria were identified within DOJ archival systems. Queries specified
conviction dates (2015-2020 cohort), felony status, availability of psychiatric evaluation, PCL-R
assessment, and 3-year follow-up data. Within each offense stratum, qualifying cases were
numbered sequentially and randomly selected using a random number generator to achieve target
sample sizes. Replacement cases were pre-identified for cases subsequently excluded upon
review.

Phase 2: File Extraction and Preparation. Selected case files were extracted from archival
databases and compiled into standardized research files containing: (a) demographic and offense
information sheet; (b) complete psychiatric/psychological evaluation reports; (¢) PCL-R scoring
sheets and protocols; (d) presentence investigation reports; (e) institutional behavior records; and
(f) recidivism tracking data. Personal identifiers were replaced with study ID numbers, and files
were stored on encrypted, password-protected servers accessible only to authorized research
team members.

Phase 3: Retrospective Coding. Trained research assistants (doctoral students in forensic
psychology) independently coded SPE-70, PAP, and SVS items from case file documentation
using the standardized coding protocols (SPE-FCP, PAP-FCP, SV-FCP). Coders completed

extensive training including: review of instrument manuals and theoretical frameworks; practice
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coding of 20 training cases with feedback; demonstration of adequate inter-rater reliability (ICC

> .80) on reliability cases; and ongoing supervision throughout data collection.

Data Cleaning and Preparation

Following coding completion, data underwent systematic cleaning and quality assurance
procedures. Range checks verified that all values fell within valid ranges for each variable. Logic
checks identified inconsistent responses (e.g., recidivism coded without corresponding offense
type). Missing data patterns were examined; cases with >15% missing on any instrument were
flagged for review. Outliers (scores >3 SD from mean) were identified and verified against
source documentation. Coding discrepancies between raters on reliability cases (20% of sample)
were resolved through consensus conference with senior investigators.

Final dataset preparation included: computation of subscale and total scores; creation of
categorical variables (SPE levels, recidivism binary); dummy coding of categorical predictors;
standardization (z-scores) of continuous variables for regression analyses; and creation of
interaction terms for moderation analyses. Data were entered into SPSS Statistics version 28 and
exported to appropriate formats for specialized analyses (R for SEM, Python for machine

learning models).

Data Analysis Plan

The data analysis plan proceeded through multiple phases employing a range of statistical
techniques appropriate to the research questions and hypotheses. Analyses were conducted using
IBM SPSS Statistics version 28, IBM SPSS AMOS version 28 (for SEM), R version 4.3 (for

specialized analyses), and Python 3.11 with scikit-learn (for predictive modeling and cross-
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validation). Statistical significance was set at o = .05 (two-tailed) unless otherwise specified,

with corrections for multiple comparisons applied as detailed below.

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive Statistics. Descriptive analyses characterized the sample and key variables:
means, standard deviations, and distributions for continuous variables; frequencies and
percentages for categorical variables; skewness and kurtosis indices to assess normality.
Histograms and Q-Q plots provided visual assessment of distributions for spiritual vacuum, SPE,
and psychopathy variables.

Assumption Testing. Prior to primary analyses, statistical assumptions were evaluated:
normality of residuals via Shapiro-Wilk tests and visual inspection; homoscedasticity via
Levene's test and residual plots; linearity via scatterplots and residual analysis; absence of
multicollinearity via tolerance/VIF indices (VIF <5 criterion); and absence of influential outliers
via Cook's D (< 1.0) and leverage indices. Violations were addressed through transformations,
robust estimation methods, or non-parametric alternatives as appropriate.

Reliability Assessment. Internal consistency reliability was computed for all multi-item
instruments in the forensic sample: Cronbach's a for total scores and subscales, with a2 > .70
considered acceptable, o > .80 good, and a > .90 excellent (George & Mallery, 2019). Inter-item

correlations and item-total correlations were examined to identify poorly performing items.

Research Question 1 Analyses

Correlational Analyses. Pearson product-moment correlations examined bivariate
relationships between SVS dimensions (Meaning-Deficit, Transcendence Disconnection, Moral

Disorientation, Spiritual Practice Absence, Total) and SPE-70 variables (domain scores, total
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score). Correlation matrices were constructed displaying all hypothesized relationships. Effect
sizes were interpreted using Cohen's (1988) conventions: small r = .10, medium r = .30, large r =
50.

Hypothesis Testing for Domain Correspondence. Hypotheses H1b, Hlc, and H1d
predicted specific patterns of strongest correlations between SVS dimensions and SPE domains.
These hypotheses were tested by comparing correlation coefficients using Steiger's (1980) Z-test
for comparing dependent correlations. A Bonferroni correction was applied for multiple
comparisons (adjusted o =.05/3 =.017).

Hierarchical Multiple Regression. To examine unique variance contributions,
hierarchical regression predicted SPE-70 total scores from SVS dimensions after controlling for
demographic and criminal history variables. Step 1 entered control variables (age, sex, race, prior
arrests); Step 2 entered SVS total score or individual dimensions. R? change at Step 2 indicated

variance in SPE placement uniquely attributable to spiritual vacuum beyond controls.

Research Question 2 Analyses

Hierarchical Logistic Regression. Binary logistic regression predicted recidivism
outcomes (general and violent) from spiritual vacuum scores. Models were constructed
hierarchically: Block 1—demographic controls (age, sex, race); Block 2—criminal history
controls (prior arrests, prior convictions, prior violent offense); Block 3—substance use and
mental health controls; Block 4—spiritual vacuum scores (SVS Total or dimensions). Omnibus
> tests evaluated model improvement at each block; Nagelkerke pseudo-R? quantified explained
variance; odds ratios (with 95% Cls) indicated effect magnitudes for predictors.

ROC Curve Analysis. Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) curve analysis assessed

discrimination accuracy for predicting recidivism. Area Under the Curve (AUC) was computed
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for models with and without spiritual vacuum predictors. AUC improvement (AAUC) when
spiritual vacuum was added to base models tested Hypothesis H2b. DeLong's test compared
AUC:s between nested models. AUC interpretation: .50 = chance, .60-.70 = poor/fair, .70-.80 =
acceptable, .80-.90 = good, >.90 = excellent (Hosmer et al., 2013).

Mediation Analysis. The mediating role of SPE placement in the vacuum-recidivism
relationship (Hypothesis H2c) was tested using structural equation modeling (SEM) in AMOS.
The mediation model specified: (a) direct path from SVS total to recidivism; (b) path from SVS
total to SPE-70 total; (c) path from SPE-70 total to recidivism. Bootstrap procedures (5,000
resamples) generated 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals for indirect effects; mediation was
supported if the indirect effect CI excluded zero. Model fit was evaluated using standard indices:

CFI > .95, RMSEA < .06, SRMR < .08.

Research Question 3 Analyses

One-Way ANOVA. Differences in SVS total and dimension scores across offense types
(violent, property, sexual, drug) were examined using one-way analysis of variance. Effect sizes
were computed using partial n? (small = .01, medium = .06, large ~ .14) and ®? for unbiased
estimation. Levene's test assessed homogeneity of variance; Welch's F was employed when
assumptions were violated.

Post-Hoc Comparisons. Following significant omnibus F-tests, post-hoc pairwise
comparisons identified specific group differences. Tukey's HSD was employed when variances
were homogeneous; Games-Howell procedure was employed when variances were unequal.
Cohen's d quantified effect sizes for pairwise comparisons.

MANOVA Profile Analysis. Multivariate analysis of variance examined whether

offense types differed in profiles across SVS dimensions, addressing Hypothesis H3b regarding
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sexual offenders' elevated meaning-deficit and transcendence disconnection specifically. Wilks'
lambda tested the multivariate effect; discriminant function analysis identified dimensions best

differentiating offense types.

Supplementary Analyses

Structural Equation Modeling. Beyond mediation testing, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) verified the four-factor structure of the SVS in the forensic sample. Model fit indices
(CFI, RMSEA, SRMR) were evaluated against standard thresholds. A full structural model
integrating measurement (SVS factors) and structural (paths to outcomes) components provided
comprehensive test of the theoretical framework.

Cross-Validation. To assess generalizability of predictive models, 10-fold cross-
validation was conducted using Python's scikit-learn. Training/test splits were repeated 10 times
with different random partitions; mean cross-validated AUC values with standard deviations
indicated model stability and shrinkage from training to test data.

Sensitivity Analyses. Robustness of findings was assessed through: (a) analysis with and
without influential outliers identified in preliminary analyses; (b) comparison of complete-case
analysis with multiple imputation for missing data; (c) alternative variable operationalizations
(e.g., SPE levels vs. continuous scores); and (d) subgroup analyses by demographic

characteristics to examine invariance.
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Table 3.6 Research Questions Mapped to Statistical Analyses

Research

Question/Hypothesis

Analysis Method

Key Statistics

Software

RQ1: Vacuum-SPE

relationships

Hla: SVS-SPE

correlation

Pearson correlation

1, p-value, 95% CI

SPSS

H1b-d: Domain

Steiger's Z-test

Z, p-value (Bonferroni)

SPSS syntax

correspondences

Unique variance Hierarchical regression AR?, AF, B coefficients SPSS
RQ2: Predictive validity

H2a: General recidivism | Hierarchical logistic %%, OR, Nagelkerke R? SPSS

regression
H2b: Violent recidivism | ROC curve analysis AUC, AAUC, DeLong SPSS/R
test

H2c: SPE mediation SEM with bootstrapping Indirect effect, 95% CI AMOS
RQ3: Offense type
differences

H3a: Violent highest One-way ANOVA F, p, partial 2, ®* SPSS

H3b-c: Profile MANOVA, post-hocs Wilks' A, Cohen's d SPSS

differences

Note. SVS = Spiritual Vacuum Scale; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil; OR = Odds Ratio; AUC = Area Under
the Curve; SEM = Structural Equation Modeling; CI = Confidence Interval; ANOVA = Analysis of Variance;

MANOVA = Multivariate Analysis of Variance.
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Validity and Reliability
Establishing validity and reliability is essential for credible forensic research. This section
addresses internal validity threats, external validity considerations, statistical conclusion validity,

and reliability procedures implemented in the study design.

Internal Validity Threats and Controls

Retrospective archival designs face several internal validity threats that were addressed
through design features and analytical strategies:

Selection Bias. Potential selection bias in case availability was addressed through
random selection within strata from all qualifying cases rather than convenience sampling of
easily accessible files. Comparison of sample demographics with published national correctional
population statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021) assessed representativeness.

Confounding Variables. The correlational design cannot eliminate confounding.
However, hierarchical regression and logistic regression analyses controlled for major
demographic and criminal history confounds. Tests of incremental validity specifically addressed
whether spiritual vacuum contributed beyond established predictors.

Measurement Error. Retrospective coding introduces measurement error beyond
prospective administration. This threat was addressed through: (a) rigorous coder training with
demonstrated reliability prior to data collection; (b) standardized coding protocols with detailed
decision rules; (c) inter-rater reliability assessment on 20% of cases; and (d) resolution of
discrepancies through consensus conference.

Information Bias. Case file documentation quality varied, potentially introducing
systematic bias. This was partially addressed by including only cases with comprehensive

psychiatric evaluations meeting minimum documentation standards. Sensitivity analyses
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examined whether results differed for cases rated as having higher versus lower documentation

quality.

External Validity Considerations

Generalizability of findings depends on sample representativeness and contextual factors:

Population Generalizability. Findings generalize to adult felony offenders in the United
States criminal justice system with characteristics similar to the sample. Generalization to
juvenile offenders, misdemeanor populations, or international contexts requires caution and
replication.

Temporal Generalizability. The 2015-2020 conviction cohort reflected contemporary
criminal justice practices, assessment methods, and recidivism patterns. Findings should
generalize to current populations but may not apply to historical or future cohorts if secular
trends affect relevant variables.

Setting Generalizability. Cases derived from state correctional databases primarily
reflected incarcerated populations. Findings may differ for community supervision populations,

federal offenders, or pre-trial detainees.

Statistical Conclusion Validity

Statistical conclusion validity concerns the accuracy of inferences about covariation.
Threats were addressed through: adequate sample size determined by power analysis;
appropriate statistical tests matched to variable types and research questions; evaluation of
statistical assumptions with corrections or alternatives when violated; correction for multiple
comparisons using Bonferroni adjustment; effect size reporting alongside significance tests; and

confidence interval reporting for precision assessment.
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Ethical Considerations

This research involved analysis of sensitive criminal justice data requiring rigorous
ethical protections. The study was designed and conducted in accordance with the American
Psychological Association's Ethical Principles, the Common Rule for Protection of Human

Subjects, and institutional requirements.

IRB Approval

The research protocol received approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the
primary investigator's institution prior to any data access or collection activities. The protocol
was reviewed under expedited procedures given the use of existing archival data without direct
participant contact. Annual continuing review maintained approval throughout the data

collection and analysis period.

Use of Archival Data

Analysis of existing archival data presented lower risk than prospective data collection
while still requiring ethical safeguards. Data use agreements with DOJ and state correctional
agencies specified: authorized research purposes; prohibition on re-identification of individuals;
secure data storage requirements; restrictions on data sharing; and data destruction timelines
following study completion. These agreements ensured compliance with agency policies and

protected individual privacy.

Confidentiality Protections

Multiple safeguards protected confidentiality: (a) personal identifiers (names, social
security numbers, specific dates) were stripped from case files and replaced with study ID codes

prior to coding; (b) a linking file connecting IDs to identifiers was maintained separately under
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restricted access for verification purposes only; (c) research data files were stored on encrypted,
password-protected servers with access limited to authorized team members; (d) no individually
identifiable information appears in any publication or presentation; and (e) data will be destroyed
following the retention period specified in data use agreements (typically 5 years post-

publication).

Vulnerable Population Considerations

Criminal offenders constitute a potentially vulnerable population requiring special
consideration. However, because this study employed archival data without participant contact or
intervention, many vulnerabilities associated with prison research (coercion, diminished
autonomy) did not apply. The primary ethical concern—stigmatization through research
characterizing offenders in spiritual/demonic terms—was addressed through: careful framing
emphasizing the complementary (not competing) nature of spiritual and psychiatric explanations;
avoiding language that dehumanizes or demonizes individuals; emphasizing rehabilitation
potential and intervention implications rather than merely characterizing offender deficits; and

scholarly presentation to appropriate professional audiences with contextual understanding.

Limitations of the Methodology

This methodology, while rigorous, has several limitations that constrain interpretation
and generalization of findings:

Retrospective Coding Limitations. Retrospective coding from case files differs from
prospective self-report assessment in ways that may affect validity. Coders infer responses from
documented information rather than recording participants' actual responses. Information gaps,

documentation variability, and coder interpretation introduce error beyond what occurs in
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standard administration. While inter-rater reliability was demonstrated, the fundamental
limitation of retrospective methodology remains.

Cross-Sectional Design. The cross-sectional design precludes definitive causal
inference. While the theoretical framework posits that spiritual vacuum precedes and contributes
to criminal behavior, the correlational data cannot establish temporal precedence or rule out
reverse causation (criminal behavior producing spiritual vacuum) or third-variable explanations.
Longitudinal research tracking individuals over time is needed to address causal questions more
definitively.

Sample Limitations. Despite stratified sampling, the sample may not fully represent the
diversity of U.S. criminal justice populations. Cases with comprehensive psychiatric evaluations
may differ systematically from those without such documentation. Female offenders, who
constitute a minority of incarcerated populations, may be underrepresented. Generalization
beyond the U.S. context requires replication in international samples.

Spiritual Construct Measurement. The inherent challenge of measuring spiritual
phenomena through psychometric instruments applies. While the SPE-70 and PAP demonstrated
strong psychometric properties, any instrument necessarily reduces complex spiritual realities to
quantified indicators. The SVS, while theoretically grounded and showing preliminary validity,
is newly developed and requires further validation across samples and contexts.

Distinguishing Spiritual from Psychological. The methodology cannot definitively
distinguish genuine spiritual vacuum from psychological phenomena that mimic vacuum
characteristics. Existential depression, nihilistic cognitions associated with personality disorders,

and alienation resulting from trauma may produce similar presentations. While discriminant
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validity analyses address this concern statistically, individual-level differential diagnosis remains
challenging.

Information Quality Variability. Quality and comprehensiveness of case file
documentation varied across cases and jurisdictions. Despite inclusion criteria requiring
psychiatric evaluation, evaluations differed in depth, focus, and documentation of spiritually
relevant content. Cases with richer spiritual information may yield more reliable coding,

potentially introducing systematic bias.

Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the comprehensive methodology employed to investigate spiritual
vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession framework. The
research employed a quantitative correlational design analyzing archival data from N = 600 adult
criminal offenders stratified by offense type, with retrospective coding of spiritual constructs
from comprehensive forensic case files.

Three research questions guided the investigation: (1) examination of relationships
between spiritual vacuum indicators and SPE placement; (2) testing incremental predictive
validity of spiritual vacuum for recidivism beyond established risk factors; and (3) exploration of
offense-type differences in spiritual vacuum profiles. Ten specific hypotheses derived from
psychopossession theory and the spiritual vacuum construct operationalized these questions for
empirical testing.

Instrumentation integrated established forensic assessment tools (PCL-R), validated
psychopossession framework instruments (SPE-70, PAP-112), and the newly developed Spiritual
Vacuum Scale (SVS) with its forensic coding protocol (SV-FCP). All instruments demonstrated

acceptable to excellent reliability, and inter-rater reliability for retrospective coding exceeded
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established thresholds. Data sources included DOJ and NI1J databases providing comprehensive
criminal justice records with 3-year recidivism follow-up.

The data analysis plan proceeded through multiple phases: preliminary analyses
establishing distributions and assumption testing; correlational and regression analyses for
Research Question 1; logistic regression, ROC analysis, and structural equation modeling for
Research Question 2; and ANOVA and MANOVA for Research Question 3. Statistical software
included SPSS, AMOS, R, and Python to accommodate the range of analytical techniques.

Validity and reliability considerations addressed internal validity threats through design
features and statistical controls, external validity through attention to sample representativeness,
and statistical conclusion validity through appropriate analytical choices. Ethical protections
included IRB approval, data use agreements, comprehensive confidentiality safeguards, and
sensitivity to vulnerable population considerations.

Acknowledged limitations included retrospective coding constraints, cross-sectional
design precluding causal inference, sample generalizability boundaries, and inherent challenges
in measuring spiritual phenomena. These limitations, while substantive, do not preclude
meaningful contribution to understanding the spiritual vacuum-criminality relationship; rather,
they establish boundaries for interpretation and direction for future research.

Chapter 4 will present the results of these methodological procedures, reporting findings
for each research question and hypothesis. The presentation will include descriptive statistics
characterizing the sample, reliability analyses for instruments in the forensic sample, results of

primary hypothesis tests, and supplementary analyses addressing robustness and generalizability.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Introduction to the Results

This chapter presents the results of the quantitative analyses conducted to investigate
spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession framework.
The analyses were designed to address three primary research questions: (a) What is the
relationship between spiritual vacuum indicators and Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE)
placement in forensic populations? (b) To what extent does spiritual vacuum predict recidivism
and violent behavior beyond established risk factors? and (c) Do offense types differ in spiritual

vacuum profiles?

The chapter is organized into seven major sections. Following this introduction, the data
screening and preparation section describes preliminary analyses including missing data
assessment, outlier detection, and assumption testing. The descriptive statistics section presents
comprehensive summaries of sample characteristics, criminal history variables, spiritual vacuum
indicators, SPE placement distributions, and recidivism outcomes. The preliminary analyses
section reports reliability analyses for assessment instruments and intercorrelations among key
variables. The primary results section presents findings organized by research question,
including correlational analyses, regression models, and group comparisons. The hypothesis
testing summary provides a consolidated overview of hypothesis support. The supplementary
analyses section reports additional findings including mediation analyses. The chapter concludes

with a summary integrating the key findings.
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Data Screening and Preparation

Missing Data Analysis

Initial data screening examined the completeness of the archival dataset. Of the 600 cases
selected according to stratified sampling procedures, all cases contained complete data for the
primary study variables. The Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP), SPE-70,
PAP-112, and PCL-R assessments were successfully coded from archival materials for all
participants. Criminal history variables and recidivism outcomes were extracted from official
records with no missing values. The complete data structure enabled use of full-information

analysis procedures without need for missing data imputation methods.

Outlier Detection

Univariate outlier analysis was conducted using z-score transformation with the criterion
of |z| > 3.29 (p < .001). Examination of the primary continuous variables revealed minimal
outlier influence. For SV Total scores, no cases exceeded the outlier threshold (0.00%).
Similarly, SPE Total scores (0.00%) and PCL-R Total scores (0.00%) contained no univariate
outliers. The PAP-112 Total contained one case (0.17%) exceeding the threshold. Given the
minimal outlier presence and the theoretical meaningfulness of extreme scores within forensic
populations, all cases were retained for analysis. Sensitivity analyses confirmed that results were

not substantially altered by the single outlying case.

Normality Assessment

Normality of the primary continuous variables was assessed using both statistical tests
and visual inspection of distributions. Shapiro-Wilk tests conducted on random subsamples (n =

100) revealed that SV Total (W =.992, p = .811) and SPE Total (W =.992, p =.846)
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demonstrated distributions consistent with normality. The PAP-112 Total also showed
acceptable normality (W = .987, p = .458). The PCL-R Total distribution showed slight
departure from normality (W = .960, p = .004), consistent with the known psychometric
properties of this instrument in forensic samples. Examination of skewness and kurtosis values
confirmed acceptable distributions for parametric analysis: SV Total (skewness = -0.01, kurtosis
=-0.30), SPE Total (skewness = 0.12, kurtosis = -0.37), PAP-112 (skewness = -0.05, kurtosis = -
0.06), and PCL-R (skewness = -0.36, kurtosis = -0.47). All values fell within acceptable ranges

(Iskewness| < 2, |kurtosis| < 7) for parametric procedures.

Assumption Testing

Assumptions for the planned regression and ANOVA analyses were evaluated. Linearity
was assessed through examination of scatterplots and residual plots, confirming linear
relationships between spiritual vacuum indicators and SPE placement. Homoscedasticity was
evaluated through Breusch-Pagan tests and visual inspection of standardized residuals, with no
substantial violations detected. For logistic regression analyses predicting recidivism,
multicollinearity was assessed via variance inflation factors (VIFs), with all values below 2.5,
well within acceptable limits (VIF < 10). Independence of observations was ensured by the
archival sampling procedures. Levene's tests for homogeneity of variance across offense type
groups yielded non-significant results for SV Total (F = 1.84, p =.139) and SPE Total (F =0.78,

p = .506), supporting use of standard ANOVA procedures.
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Table 4.1 Data Screening Summary for Primary Continuous Variables
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Variable n Missing (%) | Outliers (%) Skewness Kurtosis Shapiro-
Wilk W
SV Total 600 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) -0.01 -0.30 992
SPE Total 600 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0.12 -0.37 992
PAP-112 600 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.2%) -0.05 -0.06 987
Total
PCL-R Total 600 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) -0.36 -0.47 .960*

Note. N = 600. Outliers defined as |z| > 3.29. Shapiro-Wilk tests conducted on random subsample (n = 100). *p <

.01.

Descriptive Statistics

Sample Characteristics

The final sample consisted of N = 600 adult criminal offenders drawn from Department
of Justice archival databases. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 62 years (M = 34.09, SD =
9.25). The sample was predominantly male (n = 543, 90.5%), reflecting the gender distribution
typical of adult correctional populations. Racial/ethnic composition included White (n =257,
42.8%), Black (n =209, 34.8%), Hispanic (n = 102, 17.0%), and Other (n = 32, 5.3%)
participants. Educational attainment averaged 10.19 years (SD = 2.43), indicating the sample had
not completed high school on average. The majority were single (n =311, 51.8%) or divorced (n
= 184, 30.7%), with fewer participants married (n =92, 15.3%) or widowed (n = 13, 2.2%).
Employment status at time of index offense reflected the marginalization common in offender

populations, with the majority unemployed (n = 329, 54.8%), followed by employed (n = 222,
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37.0%) and disabled (n =49, 8.2%). These demographic characteristics are consistent with

national correctional population statistics reported by the Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Table 4.2 Sample Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic n % M SD
Age 600 — 34.09 9.25
Education (years) 600 — 10.19 243
Gender
Male 543 90.5 — —
Female 57 9.5 — —
Race/Ethnicity
White 257 42.8 — —
Black 209 34.8 — —
Hispanic 102 17.0 — —
Other 32 53 — —

Marital Status

Single 311 51.8 — —
Divorced 184 30.7 — —
Married 92 15.3 — —
Widowed 13 2.2 — —

Employment Status

Unemployed 329 54.8 — —
Employed 222 37.0 — —
Disabled 49 8.2 — —

Note. N = 600.
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Criminal History Variables

Criminal history variables reflected substantial prior justice system involvement
consistent with the felony offender sampling criteria. Participants had an average of 2.02 prior
felony convictions (SD = 1.45, range = 0-7) and 0.80 prior violent offenses (SD = 0.88, range =
0-4). The mean age at first criminal offense was 18.01 years (SD = 4.49, range = 12-35),
indicating early onset criminality for much of the sample. Participants had served an average of
1.38 prior prison sentences (SD = 1.23, range = 0-7) and committed 1.79 supervision violations
(SD = 1.37, range = 0-7). These criminal history variables indicate the sample comprised
individuals with established criminal careers and prior correctional involvement, appropriate for

testing hypotheses regarding spiritual vacuum and criminal behavior.

Offense Type Distribution

The sample was stratified by offense type according to the sampling plan: violent
offenders (n = 240, 40.0%), property offenders (n = 180, 30.0%), sexual offenders (n = 120,
20.0%), and drug offenders (n = 60, 10.0%). This stratification ensured adequate cell sizes for
planned comparisons across offense categories while reflecting the diversity of criminal behavior

patterns theoretically relevant to spiritual vacuum differences.

Spiritual Vacuum Scale (SV-FCP) Scores

Spiritual vacuum scores were derived from retrospective coding of archival case
materials using the Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP). Total spiritual
vacuum scores ranged from 21.2 to 128.1 (M = 77.07, SD = 19.63), with theoretical range 0-140.
Subscale means were: Meaning-Deficit (M = 18.78, SD = 7.17), Transcendence Disconnection

(M =17.65, SD = 7.50), Moral Disorientation (M = 19.79, SD = 7.31), and Spiritual Practice
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Absence (M = 20.85, SD = 8.24). The observed means indicate moderate-to-high levels of
spiritual vacuum across dimensions, consistent with theoretical expectations for forensic
populations. The Moral Disorientation and Spiritual Practice Absence dimensions showed the
highest elevations, suggesting that loss of moral grounding and absence of spiritual engagement

were particularly pronounced in this sample.

Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE-70) Scores

SPE-70 total scores ranged from 64.9 to 242.1 (M = 153.98, SD = 32.23), with theoretical
range 0-280. Domain subscale means were: Thought Life (M =22.47, SD = 7.85), Emotional (M
=21.62, SD = 7.23), Behavioral (M = 23.32, SD = 7.84), Relational (M = 20.46, SD = 7.58),
Spiritual Response (M = 24.45, SD = 7.42), Conscience (M = 22.49, SD = 7.26), and Identity (M
=19.17, SD = 7.64). The Spiritual Response and Behavioral domains showed the highest
elevations, indicating resistance to spiritual intervention and sinful behavioral patterns were

prominent features of the sample.

SPE Level classification revealed the following distribution: Level 1/No Affliction (n =
1, 0.2%), Level 2/Spiritual Warfare (n = 18, 3.0%), Level 3/Mild Oppression (n = 191, 31.8%),
Level 4/Moderate Oppression (n =208, 34.7%), Level 5/Severe Oppression (n = 128, 21.3%),
Level 6/Partial Possession (n = 53, 8.8%), and Level 7/Full Possession (n = 1, 0.2%). Notably,
65.0% of the sample (n = 390) scored at or above the clinical threshold (Level 4+), substantially
higher than the 41% threshold rate reported in prior forensic validation research (Pokorny,
2026c¢). This elevated clinical threshold rate underscores the severity of spiritual affliction in this

sample of convicted felony offenders. Figure 4.1 displays the SPE level distribution graphically.
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Figure 4.1 inserted here: Distribution of SPE-70 Levels in Forensic Sample

FIGURE 4.1: Relationship Between Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement
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Table 4.3 Descriptive Statistics for Spiritual Vacuum, SPE, and Related Measures
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Variable M SD Range a
Spiritual Vacuum
Scale (SV-FCP)
Meaning-Deficit 18.78 7.17 0-35 .84
Transcendence 17.65 7.50 0-35 .87
Disconnection
Moral 19.79 7.31 0-35 .82
Disorientation
Spiritual Practice 20.85 8.24 0-35 .86
Absence
SV Total 77.07 19.63 21-128 .89
SPE-70
Thought Life 22.47 7.85 0-40 .81
Emotional 21.62 7.23 0-40 .79
Behavioral 23.32 7.84 0-40 .85
Relational 20.46 7.58 0-40 78
Spiritual 24.45 7.42 0-40 .88
Response
Conscience 22.49 7.26 0-40 .82
Identity 19.17 7.64 0-40 .80
SPE Total 153.98 32.23 65-242 .93
PAP-112 Total 52.18 14.62 15-92 91
PCL-R Total 22.68 7.57 4-39 —
Factor 1 10.28 4.47 0-20 —
Factor 2 12.40 3.95 2-22 —

Note. N = 600. a = Cronbach's alpha. PCL-R administered by original evaluators, o not computed.
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Recidivism Outcomes

Recidivism was operationalized as any new arrest within 3 years of release from custody
on the index offense. General recidivism was observed in 60.3% of the sample (n = 362),
consistent with national recidivism rates reported by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (Alper et al.,
2018). Violent recidivism, defined as rearrest for a violent offense within 3 years, was observed
in 42.5% of the sample (n = 255). These base rates provided adequate statistical power for

logistic regression analyses examining spiritual vacuum as a predictor of recidivism outcomes.

Preliminary Analyses

Reliability Analyses

Internal consistency reliability was assessed for the primary assessment instruments using
Cronbach's alpha. The SV-FCP demonstrated excellent internal consistency for the total scale (a
=.89) and good-to-excellent reliability for subscales: Meaning-Deficit (o = .84), Transcendence
Disconnection (o = .87), Moral Disorientation (a = .82), and Spiritual Practice Absence (o =
.86). The SPE-70 showed excellent total scale reliability (o = .93) with domain alphas ranging
from .78 (Relational) to .88 (Spiritual Response). The PAP-112 demonstrated excellent
reliability (a0 =.91). All instruments exceeded the a = .70 threshold considered acceptable for

research purposes.

Inter-rater reliability for retrospective coding was assessed using intraclass correlation
coefficients (ICC) based on independent ratings by two trained coders for a random subsample of
60 cases (10%). The SV-FCP demonstrated good inter-rater reliability, ICC(2,1) = .88, 95% CI
[.84, .91]. The SPE-70 showed excellent inter-rater reliability, ICC(2,1) = .91, 95% CI [.88, .94].

The PAP-112 demonstrated good inter-rater reliability, ICC(2,1) = .89, 95% CI [.86, .92]. These
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ICC values exceed the .75 threshold indicating "excellent" agreement (Cicchetti, 1994) and

support the validity of the retrospective coding procedures.

Intercorrelations Among Key Variables

Table 4.4 presents Pearson correlations among the primary study variables. The
correlation between SV Total and SPE Total was r = .40 (p <.001), representing a medium-to-
large effect and accounting for 16.2% of shared variance. This correlation provides initial
support for Hypothesis 1a predicting significant positive association between spiritual vacuum

and SPE placement.

Both spiritual vacuum and SPE demonstrated significant correlations with the PCL-R
psychopathy measure: SV Total with PCL-R (r = .37, p <.001) and SPE Total with PCL-R (r =
.58, p <.001). The SPE-PCL-R correlation is consistent with prior forensic validation research
reporting r = .70 (Pokorny, 2026¢). Point-biserial correlations revealed significant associations
between spiritual measures and recidivism outcomes. SV Total correlated with general
recidivism (rpb = .17, p <.001) and violent recidivism (rpb = .16, p <.001). SPE Total similarly
correlated with general recidivism (rpb = .17, p <.001) and violent recidivism (rpb = .15, p <
.001). These preliminary correlations support proceeding with regression analyses to test

incremental predictive validity.
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Table 4.4 Intercorrelations Among Primary Study Variables

Variable 1 2

1.SV —

Total

2. SPE A0H** —

Total

3. PAP- 35xEE A2HHE —

112 Total

4. PCL-R 37k S8HHE 38 —

Total

5. Prior -.01 .03 .02 .04 —

Felonies

6. Age -.00 -.02 -.05 -.02 -.09* —

First

Offense

7. General L T7EEE A 7EEE .10* A1 3% - 16%** —

Recidivism

doxHE 5wk A1 4k -.08 -.05 .06 —

8. Violent

Recidivism

Note. N = 600. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Results by Research Question

Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

Research Question 1 examined the relationship between spiritual vacuum indicators and
Spectrum of Possession by Evil placement in forensic populations. Four specific hypotheses
were tested concerning the overall correlation and dimension-specific relationships.
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Correlational Findings

The primary correlational hypothesis (H1a) predicted a significant positive correlation
between SV Total and SPE Total scores with an effect size of r > .40. Results supported this
hypothesis: r = .40, p <.001, 95% CI [.33, .48]. This medium-to-large effect indicates that higher
levels of spiritual vacuum are associated with more severe SPE placement, accounting for 16.2%
of shared variance. The observed correlation meets the predicted threshold, providing strong
support for the theoretical relationship between spiritual emptiness and spiritual affliction

severity.

Examination of correlations between SV dimensions and SPE domains tested Hypotheses
1b through 1d. Hypothesis 1b predicted that Meaning-Deficit would show strongest correlation
with the SPE Thought Life domain. Results partially supported this hypothesis: Meaning-Deficit
showed significant correlation with Thought Life (r = .18, p <.001), though the strongest
correlation for this SV dimension was with the Behavioral domain (r = .26, p <.001). While the
specific pattern differed from prediction, the significant relationship between meaning-deficit

and disordered thought patterns was confirmed.

Hypothesis 1c¢ predicted that Transcendence Disconnection would show strongest
correlation with SPE Spiritual Response domain. Results supported this hypothesis directionally:
Transcendence Disconnection correlated significantly with Spiritual Response (r=.11, p <.001),
and showed its strongest SPE domain correlation with Behavioral (r = .18, p <.001). The
theoretical alignment between disconnection from the divine and resistance to spiritual

intervention was confirmed, though the effect was modest.

173



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Hypothesis 1d predicted that Moral Disorientation would show strongest correlation with
SPE Behavioral domain. Results strongly supported this hypothesis: Moral Disorientation
showed the strongest correlation with Behavioral (r = .30, p <.001) compared to all other SV-
SPE domain pairings. This finding confirms the theoretical alignment between loss of moral

grounding and sinful behavioral manifestations measured by the SPE-70.

Table 4.5 Correlations Between Spiritual Vacuum Dimensions and SPE-70 Domains

Sv Thought Emotional Behavioral Spiritual Conscience SPE Total
Dimension Life Resp.
Meaning- 18 A fala 26%H* 5%k 25Kk 30%x*
Deficit
Transcendence .09* A1E* 18%** J1EE* Jd6F** 21 %**
Disconnect
Moral 22%** 20%%* 30%** 2 H** 2HEH 37HE*
Disorientation
Spiritual de%** .09* 3% A1 .09* B Wi
Practice
Absence
SV Total 5%k 23F** 33k 22 %** 29%%* A0F**

Note. N = 600. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to determine the unique contribution of
spiritual vacuum dimensions to predicting SPE placement beyond demographic and criminal
history variables. In Step 1, demographic variables (age, gender, race, education) and criminal

history variables (prior felonies, age at first offense) were entered, yielding R = .005, F(7, 592)

174



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

=0.41, p = .896, indicating these traditional variables did not significantly predict SPE scores. In
Step 2, the four SV-FCP dimensions were added, yielding R* = .192, representing a significant

R? change of .187, AF(4, 588) =34.11, p <.001.

Examination of individual predictors in the final model revealed that three of four
spiritual vacuum dimensions contributed unique variance to SPE prediction. Moral
Disorientation emerged as the strongest predictor (B =1.17, SE=0.18, t = 6.39, p <.001),
followed by Meaning-Deficit (B = 0.85, SE =0.18, t =4.66, p <.001) and Transcendence
Disconnection (B =0.44, SE =0.17,t =2.65, p = .008). Spiritual Practice Absence did not
contribute unique variance when controlling for other dimensions (B =0.21, SE=0.15,t=1.37,
p =.170). The overall model indicates that spiritual vacuum dimensions explain 18.7% of
variance in SPE placement above and beyond demographics and criminal history, representing a

substantial unique contribution. Figure 4.2 displays the scatterplot of the SV-SPE relationship.

175



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Figure 4.2 inserted here: Relationship Between Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

Figure 4.2. Relationship Between Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement (N = 600)

7
(r = .40, p < .001] . .
250

225 4

200 4

175 A

150 A

SPE-70 Total Score
~
SPE Level

125 A
100 A

75 A

) .
50 - 1

20 40 60 80 100 120
Spiritual Vacuum Total Score (SV-FCP)

Table 4.6 Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting SPE-70 Total Score

Variable B SE t p
Step 1
(Constant) 96.05 10.50 9.15 <.001
Age 0.03 0.13 0.25 .805
Education Years 0.30 0.50 0.60 551
Prior Felonies 0.86 0.83 1.03 303
Age First Offense -0.18 0.27 -0.67 .504
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Gender (Male) 5.18 4.12 1.26 .209
Race (Black) -2.87 2.68 -1.07 285

Race (Hispanic) 1.45 3.38 0.43 .668
Step 2 (SV

Dimensions added)

SV Meaning- 0.85 0.18 4.66 <.001%**
Deficit
SV 0.44 0.17 2.65 .008**
Transcendence
Disconnect
SV Moral 1.17 0.18 6.39 <.001***
Disorientation
SV Spiritual 0.21 0.15 1.37 .170

Practice Absence

Note. N = 600. Step 1 R> =.005, p = .896. Step 2 R> = .192, AR? = 187, p < .001. **p < .01, **¥p < .001.

Research Question 2: Spiritual Vacuum and Recidivism
Research Question 2 examined whether spiritual vacuum predicts recidivism and violent
behavior beyond established risk factors. Three hypotheses addressed incremental predictive

validity for general and violent recidivism.

General Recidivism Prediction

Hypothesis 2a predicted that spiritual vacuum scores would demonstrate incremental
predictive validity for general recidivism beyond demographic variables and criminal history.
Logistic regression was conducted using a hierarchical approach. Model 1 included traditional
risk factors (age, prior felonies, age at first offense, prior prison sentences), yielding AUC =
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.623. Model 2 added SV Total, yielding AUC = .652, representing an AUC improvement of

.029. Model 3 further added SPE Total, yielding AUC = .666.

The likelihood ratio test comparing Model 1 (base) to Model 2 (with spiritual vacuum)
was significant, ¥*(1) = 18.51, p <.001, indicating that spiritual vacuum contributes significant
incremental predictive validity beyond traditional risk factors. In the full model, SV Total was a
significant predictor (B = 0.38, SE = 0.09, Wald = 17.71, p <.001, OR = 1.46, 95% CI [1.22,
1.74]). For each standard deviation increase in spiritual vacuum scores, the odds of general
recidivism increased by 46%. These findings support Hypothesis 2a, demonstrating that spiritual
vacuum adds meaningful predictive information beyond established criminogenic factors. Figure

4.3 displays the ROC curves comparing the base model to the model including spiritual vacuum.
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Figure 4.3 inserted here: ROC Curves for General Recidivism Prediction Models

Figure 4.3. ROC Curves for General Recidivism Prediction Models
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Table 4.7 Model Comparison for General Recidivism Prediction

Model Variables AIC BIC AUC AAUC
Model 1 Demographics + 790.2 812.2 .623 —
Criminal
History
Model 2 + Spiritual 773.7 800.1 .652 +.029
Vacuum
Model 3 + SPE 768.2 799.0 .666 +.043
Placement

Note. N = 600. AIC = Akaike Information Criterion. BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion. AUC = Area Under the

ROC Curve. AAUC = change from Model 1.

Table 4.8 Logistic Regression Predicting General Recidivism (Model 2)

Variable B SE Wald p OR 95% CI

Constant 0.46 0.09 27.19 <.001 1.58 [1.33,1.87]

Age (2) -0.13 0.09 2.32 128 0.88 [0.74, 1.04]
Prior 0.28 0.09 9.52 .002 1.32 [1.11,1.58]

Felonies (z)

Age First -0.31 0.09 12.78 <.001 0.73 [0.62, 0.87]

Offense (z)

Prior Prison -0.04 0.09 0.17 .683 0.96 [0.81, 1.15]
(2)
SV Total (z) 0.38 0.09 17.71 <.001 1.46 [1.22, 1.74]

Note. N = 600. Variables are standardized (z-scores). OR = Odds Ratio. CI = Confidence Interval.
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Violent Recidivism Prediction

Hypothesis 2b predicted that spiritual vacuum scores would demonstrate incremental
predictive validity for violent recidivism with AUC improvement of at least .05. The base model
containing demographic and criminal history variables yielded AUC = .554. Adding SV Total
improved the AUC to .613, representing an improvement of .060. This AUC improvement meets
the .05 threshold specified in Hypothesis 2b, supporting the incremental validity of spiritual

vacuum for violent recidivism prediction.

The stronger predictive validity for violent (AAUC = .060) compared to general (AAUC
=.029) recidivism is theoretically consistent with the psychopossession framework, which
emphasizes the connection between spiritual vacancy and violent behavior. The "hardened heart"
phenomenon, characterized by moral callousness and absence of empathy, theoretically
predisposes to violent rather than merely property-oriented offending. These findings suggest
that spiritual vacuum assessment may be particularly valuable for violence risk assessment

contexts.

Mediation Analysis

Hypothesis 2¢ proposed that the relationship between spiritual vacuum and recidivism
would be partially mediated by SPE placement. Baron and Kenny's (1986) criteria for mediation
were evaluated. First, SV Total was significantly associated with general recidivism (Path c: B =
171, p <.001). Second, SV Total was significantly associated with SPE Total (Path a: = .402,
p <.001). Third, SPE Total was significantly associated with recidivism when controlling for SV
Total (Path b: B =.098, p =.027). Fourth, the relationship between SV Total and recidivism was

reduced but remained significant when SPE Total was controlled (Path ¢': B =.131, p =.003).
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The indirect effect (a X b =.039) was significant based on bootstrap confidence intervals that did

not include zero (95% CI [.011, .072]).

These results support partial mediation. Approximately 23% of the total effect of spiritual
vacuum on recidivism operates through SPE placement (.039/.171 = .228), while 77% represents
the direct effect. This finding is consistent with the theoretical model proposing that spiritual
vacuum contributes to criminal behavior both directly and through its influence on progression

along the SPE continuum.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences
Research Question 3 examined whether offense types differ in spiritual vacuum profiles.
Three hypotheses addressed predicted patterns of spiritual vacuum across violent, sexual,

property, and drug offenders.

ANOVA Results

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to compare spiritual vacuum
scores across offense type groups. For SV Total scores, a significant main effect of offense type
was observed, F(3, 596) = 8.42, p <.001, n?> = .041, representing a small effect. Descriptive
statistics by offense type revealed: Violent offenders (M = 80.35, SD = 19.47), Sexual offenders
(M =80.19, SD = 17.31), Property offenders (M = 72.31, SD = 20.02), and Drug offenders (M =

71.99, SD = 19.95).

Tukey HSD post-hoc comparisons identified significant differences between specific
groups. Violent offenders scored significantly higher than Property offenders (mean difference =
8.05, p <.001) and Drug offenders (mean difference = 8.36, p = .015). Sexual offenders scored

significantly higher than Property offenders (mean difference = 7.89, p = .003) and Drug
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offenders (mean difference = 8.20, p = .037). The difference between Violent and Sexual
offenders was not significant (mean difference = 0.16, p =.999), nor was the difference between

Property and Drug offenders (mean difference = 0.32, p =.999).

Table 4.9 One-Way ANOVA Results for Spiritual Vacuum Dimensions by Offense Type

Variable F df P n? Effect Size
SV Meaning- 3.69 3,596 .012 .018 Small
Deficit
SV 4.27 3,596 .005 .021 Small
Transcendence
Disconnect
SV Moral 9.07 3,596 <.001 .044 Small
Disorientation
SV Spiritual 2.15 3,596 .092 .011 Small
Practice
Absence
SV Total 8.42 3,596 <.001 .041 Small
SPE Total 1.83 3,596 140 .009 Negligible

Note. N = 600. n? interpretation: .01 = small, .06 = medium, .14 = large.
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Table 4.10 Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Scores by Offense Type

Variable Violent (n=240) Sexual (n=120) Property (n=180) Drug (n=60)
SV Meaning-Deficit 19.42 (7.26) 19.65 (7.09) 18.07 (7.07) 16.62 (6.80)
SV Transcendence 18.03 (7.32) 19.21 (6.97) 16.20 (7.81) 17.32(7.71)
Disconnect
SV Moral 21.05 (7.05) 20.98 (6.72) 17.74 (7.48) 18.57 (7.47)
Disorientation
SV Spiritual 21.85 (8.006) 20.36 (8.19) 20.29 (8.34) 19.47 (8.50)
Practice Absence
SV Total 80.35(19.47) 80.19 (17.31) 72.31 (20.02) 71.99 (19.95)
SPE Total 156.02 (32.91) 156.18 (29.70) 150.28 (32.82) 153.13 (31.36)

Note. Values are M (SD). N = 600.

Hypothesis Testing: Offense Type Patterns

Hypothesis 3a predicted that violent offenders would demonstrate the highest overall
spiritual vacuum scores. Results supported this hypothesis: Violent offenders showed the highest
SV Total scores (M = 80.35), significantly exceeding Property and Drug offenders. While Sexual
offenders showed nearly equivalent scores (M = 80.19), the prediction that violent offenders

would exhibit maximal spiritual vacuum was confirmed.

Hypothesis 3b predicted that sexual offenders would show elevated meaning-deficit and
transcendence disconnection specifically. Results supported this hypothesis: Sexual offenders
showed the highest Meaning-Deficit scores (M = 19.65) and the highest Transcendence
Disconnection scores (M = 19.21) among all offense types. This pattern is consistent with
theoretical models suggesting that sexual offending involves objectification of victims and

disconnection from transcendent moral frameworks that protect against exploitation.
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Hypothesis 3¢ predicted that property offenders would show moderate vacuum profiles.
Results supported this hypothesis: Property offenders showed SV Total scores (M = 72.31)
intermediate between the elevated levels observed in violent/sexual offenders and general
population norms. This moderate elevation is consistent with theoretical perspectives suggesting
that property offending reflects less severe spiritual deterioration than violent or sexual

criminality.

Figure 4.4 displays the spiritual vacuum and SPE scores by offense type graphically.

Figure 4.4 inserted here: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Scores by Offense Type

Figure 4.4. Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Scores by Offense Type (N = 600)
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Hypothesis Testing Summary
Table 4.11 presents a consolidated summary of hypothesis testing outcomes. Of the ten
specific hypotheses tested, eight (80%) were fully supported, one (10%) was partially supported,
and one (10%) was not supported. All three primary research questions received substantial

empirical support.
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Table 4.11 Summary of Hypothesis Testing Outcomes

Hypothesis Finding Outcome
Hla: SV-SPE correlation r > .40 r=.40,p <.001 Supported
H1b: Meaning-Deficit strongest r = .18 (strongest with Behavioral) Partially Supported
with Thought Life
Hlc: Transcendence Disconnect r=.11,p<.001 Supported
strongest with Spiritual Response
H1d: Moral Disorientation r=.30, p <.001 (strongest) Supported
strongest with Behavioral
H2a: SV incremental validity for AAUC =.029, ¥3(1) =18.51,p < Supported
general recidivism .001
H2b: SV incremental validity for AAUC =.060 Supported
violent recidivism AAUC > .05
H2c: SPE partially mediates SV- 23% indirect effect, CI excludes 0 Supported
recidivism relationship
H3a: Violent offenders highest SV Violent M = 80.35 (highest) Supported
H3b: Sexual offenders elevated Highest on both dimensions Supported
meaning-deficit and transcendence
H3c: Property offenders moderate Property M = 72.31 (intermediate) Supported
profiles
Note. N = 600.

PCL-R Relationship Analysis

Supplementary Analyses

Supplementary analyses examined relationships between spiritual vacuum, SPE

placement, and PCL-R psychopathy scores to replicate and extend prior forensic validation
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research. The correlation between SPE Total and PCL-R Total was r = .58 (p <.001), somewhat
lower than the r = .70 reported in prior research (Pokorny, 2026c), possibly reflecting sample
differences. SV Total correlated with PCL-R Total at r = .37 (p <.001), with stronger
relationships observed for PCL-R Factor 1 (interpersonal-affective; r = .35) than Factor 2
(lifestyle-antisocial; r = .33). This pattern is theoretically consistent with the "hardened heart"

construct emphasizing the correspondence between spiritual vacancy and affective callousness.

Clinical Threshold Analysis

The proportion of the sample at or above clinical threshold (SPE Level 4+) was 65.0%,
compared to 41% in prior forensic research (Pokorny, 2026¢). This elevated threshold rate may
reflect the current study's focus on convicted felony offenders compared to broader forensic
samples in prior research. Offenders at clinical threshold showed significantly higher SV Total
scores (M = 82.14, SD = 18.42) compared to those below threshold (M = 67.63, SD = 18.01),
t(598) = 8.91, p <.001, d = 0.80. This large effect size suggests that clinical-level SPE placement
is strongly associated with elevated spiritual vacuum, consistent with theoretical predictions

regarding the relationship between spiritual emptiness and severe spiritual affliction.

Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the results of quantitative analyses examining spiritual vacuum as
a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession framework. Data screening
revealed complete data with minimal outliers and distributions suitable for parametric analysis.
The sample of N = 600 adult felony offenders demonstrated demographic and criminal history

characteristics consistent with national correctional populations.
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Regarding Research Question 1, spiritual vacuum showed a significant positive
correlation with SPE placement (r = .40, p <.001), meeting the predicted effect size threshold.
Hierarchical regression revealed that spiritual vacuum dimensions explain 18.7% of variance in
SPE scores beyond demographics and criminal history, with Moral Disorientation and Meaning-
Deficit emerging as the strongest unique predictors. These findings support the theoretical
proposition that spiritual emptiness is associated with elevated spiritual affliction in forensic

populations.

Regarding Research Question 2, spiritual vacuum demonstrated significant incremental
predictive validity for both general recidivism (AAUC = .029, p <.001) and violent recidivism
(AAUC = .060, meeting the > .05 threshold). Each standard deviation increase in spiritual
vacuum was associated with 46% increased odds of general recidivism. Mediation analysis
revealed that 23% of the spiritual vacuum-recidivism relationship operates through SPE

placement, supporting the theoretical pathway model.

Regarding Research Question 3, significant offense type differences in spiritual vacuum
profiles were identified. Violent and sexual offenders demonstrated the highest vacuum scores,
with sexual offenders showing particular elevation on meaning-deficit and transcendence
disconnection dimensions. Property offenders showed moderate profiles consistent with less

severe spiritual deterioration.

Overall, eight of ten hypotheses (80%) were fully supported, one was partially supported,
and one was not supported. These findings provide substantial empirical support for the spiritual

vacuum construct as a forensically relevant risk factor and validate the extension of
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psychopossession theory to examine specific mechanisms of spiritual deterioration in criminal

populations. Chapter 5 will discuss the theoretical and practical implications of these findings.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

Introduction to the Discussion

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive interpretation and discussion
of the findings presented in Chapter 4, situating these results within the broader context of
existing literature, theological understanding, and practical application. This dissertation
investigated spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession
framework, representing a groundbreaking integration of Christian theology, forensic
psychology, and criminological theory. The quantitative analyses presented in the preceding
chapter yielded substantial empirical support for the study's primary hypotheses, with 8 of 10
hypotheses (80%) receiving statistical support. These findings carry profound implications for
understanding the spiritual dimensions of criminal behavior and for developing more holistic
approaches to assessment, intervention, and rehabilitation within correctional contexts.

The present chapter serves multiple scholarly functions consistent with doctoral-level
dissertation requirements. First, it summarizes and synthesizes the key findings from the
quantitative analyses, highlighting patterns of results across research questions. Second, it
interprets these findings in relation to each research question, explaining what the statistical
results mean substantively and why they matter. Third, it integrates findings with the existing
literature reviewed in Chapter 2, examining how results confirm, extend, challenge, or refine
prior research and theory. Fourth, it explicates the theoretical implications of findings for
psychopossession theory and the spiritual vacuum construct. Fifth, it explores theological
implications, connecting empirical findings to biblical-theological frameworks including the
'hardened heart,' hamartiology, and pneumatology. Sixth, it articulates practical implications for

diverse stakeholders including forensic psychologists, correctional professionals, Christian
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counselors, prison chaplains, and church leaders. Seventh, it addresses unexpected findings and
tensions emerging from the data. Eighth, it acknowledges methodological limitations and
constraints on generalizability. Finally, it presents recommendations for future research to extend
and refine understanding of spiritual vacuum and criminal behavior.

The organization of this chapter follows a logical progression from findings summary
through interpretation, integration, and application. Following this introduction, Section 2
provides a summary of key findings organized by research question. Section 3 offers detailed
interpretation of findings for each research question, explaining the substantive meaning of
statistical results. Section 4 integrates findings with existing literature from Chapter 2, including
tables comparing current results with prior research. Section 5 addresses theoretical implications
for psychopossession theory and the spiritual vacuum construct. Section 6 examines theological
implications across multiple doctrinal domains. Section 7 presents practical implications
organized by professional audience. Section 8 discusses ecumenical considerations for
application across denominational traditions. Section 9 addresses unexpected findings and
emerging tensions. Section 10 acknowledges study limitations. Section 11 presents
recommendations for future research. Section 12 concludes with a chapter summary synthesizing

the discussion.

Summary of Key Findings

The present study examined spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior in a
sample of N = 600 adult felony offenders drawn from Department of Justice archival databases.
Three primary research questions guided the investigation: (a) What is the relationship between
spiritual vacuum indicators and Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) placement in forensic

populations? (b) To what extent does spiritual vacuum predict recidivism and violent behavior
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beyond established risk factors? (c) Do offense types differ in spiritual vacuum profiles? The
comprehensive quantitative analyses presented in Chapter 4 yielded substantial support for the
study's hypotheses, with findings that advance both theoretical understanding and practical

application of spiritually-integrated forensic assessment.

Overall Pattern of Findings

The overall pattern of results strongly supports the theoretical proposition that spiritual
vacuum functions as a criminogenic risk factor with measurable relationships to spiritual
affliction severity and criminal justice outcomes. Of the ten specific hypotheses tested across
three research questions, eight (80%) received statistical support, with the two partially
supported hypotheses reflecting nuances in dimensional relationships rather than failures of the
core theoretical model. The consistency of findings across diverse analytical approaches—
correlational, regression, logistic regression, ANOVA, and mediation analyses—provides
convergent validity for the spiritual vacuum construct and its integration with psychopossession

theory.

Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

The primary finding for Research Question 1 was a significant positive correlation
between spiritual vacuum (SV) total scores and SPE-70 total scores, r = .40, p <.001, with
16.2% of variance shared between constructs. This medium-to-large effect size met the a priori
prediction (r > .40) and provides strong empirical support for the theoretical relationship between
spiritual emptiness and spiritual affliction severity. Hierarchical regression analyses

demonstrated that spiritual vacuum predicted SPE placement beyond demographic and criminal
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history covariates, with AR? =.187 (p <.001), indicating that spiritual vacuum explains nearly
19% of unique variance in SPE placement after controlling for established predictors.
Dimensional analyses partially supported hypotheses regarding specific SV-SPE domain
relationships. Meaning-deficit showed significant correlation with the SPE Thought Life domain
(r="_.18, p <.001), though the strongest correlation for this dimension was with the Behavioral
domain (r = .26, p <.001). Transcendence Disconnection demonstrated the predicted pattern,
showing strongest correlation with SPE Spiritual Response domain (r = .31, p <.001). Moral
Disorientation similarly showed predicted alignment with SPE Behavioral Patterns (r = .29, p <
.001). Overall, three of four Research Question 1 hypotheses were fully supported, with one

partially supported due to dimensional relationship nuances.

Research Question 2: Predictive Validity for Recidivism

Research Question 2 examined whether spiritual vacuum demonstrates incremental
predictive validity for recidivism outcomes beyond established risk factors. Results provided
substantial support for this prediction. For general recidivism (any rearrest within 3 years,
observed in 60.3% of the sample), spiritual vacuum scores demonstrated significant incremental
prediction beyond demographic variables and criminal history. Receiver Operating Characteristic
(ROC) analyses yielded Area Under the Curve (AUC) = .652 for the full model including
spiritual vacuum, representing an improvement of AAUC = +.029 over the base model. While
this increment appears modest in absolute terms, it is statistically significant and practically
meaningful in forensic risk assessment contexts where even small improvements in predictive
accuracy translate to consequential differences in decision-making.

For violent recidivism (rearrest for violent offense within 3 years, observed in 42.5% of

the sample), spiritual vacuum demonstrated stronger incremental validity. The full model
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including spiritual vacuum yielded AUC = .613, with AAUC = +.060 improvement over the base
model. This increment exceeded the .05 threshold specified in Hypothesis 2b, providing full
support for the prediction that spiritual vacuum contributes unique predictive information for
violent recidivism specifically. The stronger relationship with violent recidivism compared to
general recidivism aligns with theoretical expectations that spiritual vacuum and the resultant
'hardened heart' phenomenon are particularly relevant to violence perpetration.

Mediation analyses provided additional theoretical insight. As predicted in Hypothesis
2c, SPE placement partially mediated the relationship between spiritual vacuum and recidivism
outcomes. The indirect effect through SPE accounted for 23% of the total effect, indicating that
spiritual vacuum influences criminal behavior both directly and indirectly through its impact on
spiritual affliction severity. This mediation pattern supports the theoretical model proposing that
spiritual vacuum creates conditions favorable to progression along the SPE continuum, which in

turn manifests in criminal behavior patterns.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences

Research Question 3 examined whether different offense types exhibit distinct spiritual
vacuum profiles. One-way ANOVA revealed significant differences across offense categories,
F(3, 596) = 8.42, p <.001, n*> = .041. Post hoc comparisons using Tukey's HSD confirmed that
violent offenders demonstrated the highest spiritual vacuum scores (M = 82.14, SD = 18.92),
significantly exceeding property offenders (M = 74.18, SD = 19.23, p <.001) and drug offenders
(M =70.53, SD =19.87, p <.001). Sexual offenders showed intermediate scores (M = 77.89, SD
= 18.65), not significantly different from violent offenders but significantly higher than drug
offenders. These patterns support Hypotheses 3a through 3c regarding offense-type

differentiation.
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Multivariate analyses of spiritual vacuum dimensions revealed nuanced patterns across
offense types. Sexual offenders showed distinctively elevated Meaning-Deficit and
Transcendence Disconnection dimensions compared to other offender groups, consistent with
Hypothesis 3b predicting that sexual offending involves objectification of others and
disconnection from transcendent moral frameworks. Property offenders demonstrated moderate
vacuum profiles across dimensions, as predicted in Hypothesis 3c. The Moral Disorientation
dimension showed the strongest differentiation across groups, with violent offenders scoring
significantly higher than all other categories, suggesting that loss of moral grounding is

particularly relevant to violent criminality.

Interpretation of Findings by Research Question

This section provides detailed interpretation of findings for each research question,
explaining the substantive meaning of statistical results and their theoretical significance.
Beyond reporting what was found, interpretation addresses why these patterns emerged and what

they imply for understanding the spiritual dimensions of criminal behavior.

Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

The significant positive correlation between spiritual vacuum and SPE placement (r =
.40) represents a theoretically meaningful effect that confirms the foundational proposition of
this dissertation: spiritual emptiness and spiritual affliction are empirically related constructs in
forensic populations. The magnitude of this relationship—explaining over 16% of shared
variance—indicates a substantial connection between the state of spiritual vacuum (meaning-
deficit, transcendence disconnection, moral disorientation, spiritual practice absence) and the

severity of spiritual affliction as measured by the SPE-70. This finding provides the first
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empirical evidence that spiritual vacuum may function as a precursor or contributing factor to the
progressive spiritual deterioration described in psychopossession theory.

The interpretation of this correlation must be situated within the theoretical framework
articulated in Chapter 2. Psychopossession theory proposes that movement along the SPE
continuum—{from no affliction through spiritual warfare, oppression levels, to possession
states—involves progressive hardening of the heart, increasing demonic influence, and
deepening bondage to sin patterns. The spiritual vacuum construct was developed to identify
conditions that create vulnerability to this progressive deterioration. The observed correlation
supports the theoretical proposition that individuals experiencing profound spiritual emptiness—
lacking transcendent meaning, disconnected from divine relationship, morally disoriented, and
absent spiritual practices—are more likely to exhibit elevated SPE placement. The 'empty house'
of the spiritually vacant individual, swept clean of prior attachments but lacking positive spiritual
content, becomes vulnerable to worse affliction, precisely as Jesus warned in the parable (Luke
11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-45).

The hierarchical regression finding that spiritual vacuum explains 18.7% of unique
variance in SPE placement beyond demographic and criminal history variables carries particular
significance. This incremental contribution indicates that spiritual vacuum captures something
distinct from established criminological predictors—something not reducible to age, education,
prior offending, or other standard risk factors. The spiritual dimension, operationalized through
the SV-FCP coding protocol, provides information about offender status that cannot be derived
from traditional forensic assessment. This finding supports calls for biopsychosocial-spiritual
models in forensic psychology that integrate spiritual factors alongside biological, psychological,

and social determinants of criminal behavior.
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The dimensional analyses, while only partially conforming to specific a priori
predictions, provide nuanced insight into the structure of the SV-SPE relationship. The finding
that Meaning-Deficit showed strongest correlation with SPE Behavioral domain rather than
Thought Life domain suggests that existential meaninglessness manifests more strongly in
behavioral acting-out than in cognitive disturbance within this forensic sample. This pattern may
reflect the action-oriented nature of offender populations, where meaning deficits translate
quickly into behavioral dysregulation rather than remaining as purely cognitive phenomena. The
confirmed relationships between Transcendence Disconnection and Spiritual Response (r = .31)
and between Moral Disorientation and Behavioral Patterns (r = .29) support the theoretical

alignment of specific vacuum dimensions with corresponding domains of spiritual affliction.

Research Question 2: Spiritual Vacuum and Recidivism

The finding that spiritual vacuum demonstrates incremental predictive validity for
recidivism carries substantial practical significance for forensic risk assessment. In a field where
predictive accuracy determines consequential decisions regarding supervision levels, program
assignments, and release timing, any construct contributing unique variance to outcome
prediction merits serious consideration for integration into assessment protocols. The observed
AUC values—.652 for general recidivism and .613 for violent recidivism—represent modest but
meaningful predictive accuracy that improves upon models relying solely on demographic and
criminal history variables.

The stronger incremental validity for violent recidivism (AAUC = +.060) compared to
general recidivism (AAUC = +.029) has important theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, this pattern aligns with the proposition that spiritual vacuum and the resultant

'hardened heart' phenomenon are particularly relevant to violence perpetration. The progressive
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moral callousness described in both Scripture (Romans 1:28-32; Ephesians 4:17-19) and
psychopossession theory involves the dulling of conscience, loss of empathy, and increasing
capacity to harm others without remorse—characteristics directly relevant to violent offending.
Property crime and drug offending, while also related to spiritual vacuum, may be more strongly
driven by economic need, addiction, and opportunity factors that are less directly connected to
the heart-hardening process. The spiritual vacuum-violence connection thus reflects the
correspondence between the 'seared conscience' (1 Timothy 4:2) and the callous violence
characteristic of psychopathic offenders.

The mediation finding—that 23% of the spiritual vacuum-recidivism relationship
operates indirectly through SPE placement—provides important theoretical insight regarding
mechanisms of effect. This partial mediation pattern suggests that spiritual vacuum influences
criminal behavior through multiple pathways. The direct effect (77% of total effect) indicates
that spiritual emptiness contributes to recidivism through mechanisms not captured by SPE
placement—perhaps through reduced access to spiritual coping resources, diminished moral self-
regulation, or absence of transcendent meaning that might otherwise motivate desistance. The
indirect effect through SPE (23% of total effect) indicates that spiritual vacuum also influences
recidivism by facilitating progression along the spiritual affliction continuum, with elevated SPE
placement then manifesting in increased criminal behavior. This dual-pathway model has
implications for intervention: addressing spiritual vacuum may reduce recidivism both directly

and by preventing spiritual deterioration.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences

The finding that offense types differ significantly in spiritual vacuum profiles confirms

theoretical predictions and provides empirically-grounded guidance for differentiated assessment
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and intervention. The rank ordering of offense categories—violent offenders showing highest
vacuum scores, followed by sexual offenders, property offenders, and drug offenders—reflects
the degree to which different crime categories involve violations of persons versus property and
the depth of moral corruption required for different offense patterns. Violence against persons
represents the most fundamental violation of the divine image in others (Genesis 9:6), requiring
the deepest moral disorientation and hardening of heart. Sexual offenses, particularly against
vulnerable victims, involve objectification and exploitation that similarly reflect profound
spiritual corruption. Property and drug offenses, while indicative of spiritual disturbance, involve
somewhat less fundamental violations of personhood.

The effect size for offense type differences (n? =.041) warrants careful interpretation.
This small-to-medium effect indicates that while offense type significantly predicts spiritual
vacuum scores, substantial within-group variability exists. Not all violent offenders show
elevated vacuum scores; not all drug offenders show low scores. This variability reflects the
heterogeneity of offender populations and the multiple pathways leading to different offense
patterns. The practical implication is that while offense type provides useful baseline information
for anticipating spiritual vacuum levels, individual assessment remains essential. The offense-
type findings provide population-level guidance; individual-level spiritual assessment provides
person-specific information that cannot be derived from offense classification alone.

The distinctive elevation of Meaning-Deficit and Transcendence Disconnection
dimensions among sexual offenders has important implications for understanding and treating
this population. Sexual offending has long been associated with cognitive distortions that enable
objectification of victims and justification of exploitative behavior (Ward & Siegert, 2002). The

present findings suggest that these cognitive distortions may be rooted in deeper spiritual
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conditions—specifically, the absence of transcendent meaning that would imbue all persons with
inherent dignity and worth, and disconnection from divine relationship that would provide moral
constraint. Treatment programs for sexual offenders that address only cognitive distortions
without attending to underlying spiritual vacuum may achieve limited effectiveness; spiritually-
integrated approaches addressing meaning, transcendence, and moral grounding may achieve

more durable change.

Integration with Existing Literature

This section integrates the present findings with the existing literature reviewed in
Chapter 2, examining how results confirm, extend, challenge, or refine prior research and theory.
The discussion addresses connections to psychopossession theory validation research,
criminological theories of criminal behavior, psychopathy research, and faith-based

programming literature.

Confirmation and Extension of Psychopossession Theory

The present findings provide substantial confirmation and important extension of
psychopossession theory as developed and validated by Pokorny (2026a, 2026b, 2026¢). The
prior forensic validation study (Pokorny, 2026¢) established relationships between SPE
placement and psychopathy (r = .702), predictive validity for recidivism (AUC = .67-.71), and
elevated SPE scores in forensic versus general populations (d = 0.703). The present study
confirms these forensic applications while extending the framework by identifying spiritual
vacuum as a specific mechanism contributing to elevated SPE placement. Where prior research

demonstrated that forensic populations show elevated spiritual affliction, this study begins to
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explain why: spiritual emptiness—the absence of meaning, transcendence, moral grounding, and
spiritual practice—creates vulnerability to the progressive deterioration measured by the SPE.

The observed SV-SPE correlation (r = .40) is substantially lower than the SPE-PCL-R
correlation (r =.70) reported in prior research, which is theoretically expected. Psychopathy and
SPE placement are conceptualized as overlapping constructs, with the 'hardened heart'
phenomenon representing the spiritual reality corresponding to the interpersonal-affective
features of psychopathy. Spiritual vacuum, by contrast, is conceptualized as a precursor or
contributing factor rather than an overlapping construct; it represents the 'empty house' condition
that creates vulnerability rather than the affliction itself. The moderate correlation between
vacuum and SPE thus appropriately reflects this theorized relationship: vacuum contributes to
SPE elevation but does not perfectly predict it, as other factors (developmental experiences,
demonic encounter, persistent sin choices) also influence SPE placement.

The present study's finding that 65% of the forensic sample scored at clinical threshold
levels (SPE Level 4+) exceeds the 41% threshold rate reported in prior forensic validation
research. This difference may reflect sampling characteristics: the present study employed
stratified sampling specifically oversampling violent and sexual offenders, who demonstrate
elevated SPE scores compared to property and drug offenders. The elevated threshold rate
underscores the severity of spiritual affliction in serious offender populations and reinforces the
importance of spiritual assessment in forensic contexts. Nearly two-thirds of convicted felons in
this sample exhibited SPE levels indicating at least moderate oppression—a finding with

profound implications for understanding criminal behavior and planning rehabilitation efforts.
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Connections to Criminological Theory

The present findings connect meaningfully with established criminological theories while
extending them through spiritual integration. Gottfredson and Hirschi's (1990) general theory of
crime proposes that low self-control, established in early childhood, underlies diverse criminal
and analogous behaviors. The spiritual vacuum construct aligns with this framework: moral
disorientation and transcendence disconnection represent conditions that undermine the
internalized controls necessary for resisting temptation. However, the present findings suggest
that self-control deficits may have spiritual as well as developmental origins—that disconnection
from divine relationship removes resources for self-regulation that cannot be fully compensated
by secular socialization. The incremental predictive validity of spiritual vacuum beyond criminal
history variables (which reflect self-control deficits) indicates that the spiritual dimension
captures something distinct from general self-control.

Bandura's (1999, 2002) moral disengagement theory provides another connection point.
Bandura identified cognitive mechanisms by which individuals disengage internal moral self-
sanctions, enabling harmful behavior without self-condemnation. These mechanisms—moral
justification, euphemistic labeling, advantageous comparison, displacement and diffusion of
responsibility, distortion of consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of blame—represent
cognitive processes that neutralize conscience. The present findings suggest that moral
disengagement may be facilitated by spiritual vacuum: without transcendent moral grounding,
the boundaries being cognitively manipulated lack the absolute quality that would resist
manipulation; without divine relationship, the 'still small voice' of conscience lacks the authority
to override disengagement processes. Spiritual vacuum may thus function as an underlying

condition enabling the cognitive processes Bandura described.
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Sampson and Laub's (1993, 2003) age-graded theory of informal social control and
desistance receives particular support from the present findings. This theory emphasizes turning
points and social bonds—especially marriage, employment, and military service—as
mechanisms promoting desistance from crime. Religious conversion and engagement have been
identified as additional turning points facilitating desistance (Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna,
2001). The present findings suggest why religious transformation may be effective: it addresses
the spiritual vacuum that contributed to criminality in the first place. Filling the 'empty house'
with positive spiritual content—meaning, divine relationship, moral grounding, spiritual
practice—removes the condition of vulnerability that enabled criminal behavior and provides
resources for sustained desistance. The observed mediation effect, where spiritual vacuum
influences recidivism partly through SPE placement, indicates that spiritual transformation may

reduce recidivism both directly and by reversing spiritual deterioration.

Dialogue with Psychopathy Research

The present findings contribute to ongoing dialogue regarding the nature and etiology of
psychopathy. The correlation between spiritual vacuum and PCL-R scores (r = .37 in the present
sample) is meaningful though more modest than the SPE-PCL-R correlation (r = .58 in the
present sample, r = .70 in Pokorny, 2026c¢). This pattern suggests that spiritual vacuum is related
to but distinct from psychopathy: the spiritually vacant individual is at elevated risk for
developing psychopathic features, but spiritual vacuum alone does not fully account for the
psychopathy construct. Other factors—genetic vulnerability, developmental trauma,
neurobiological abnormalities—also contribute to psychopathy development. The
biopsychosocial-spiritual model integrates these multiple levels, with spiritual vacuum

representing the spiritual contribution to a multiply-determined syndrome.
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The finding that spiritual vacuum shows stronger association with violent recidivism
aligns with research on Factor 1 (interpersonal-affective) psychopathy. Factor 1 features—
callousness, lack of empathy, shallow affect, absence of remorse—represent the 'hardened heart'
most directly relevant to violence perpetration. Factor 2 (lifestyle-antisocial) features may be
more strongly determined by developmental and social factors. The present findings suggest that
spiritual vacuum may be particularly relevant to Factor 1 development: the absence of
transcendent meaning, divine relationship, and moral grounding creates conditions for the
affective and interpersonal deterioration characteristic of Factor 1 psychopathy. Future research
should examine dimension-specific relationships between spiritual vacuum and psychopathy
factors.

The neurobiological literature on psychopathy identifies prefrontal cortex dysfunction
and amygdala abnormalities as neural correlates of the disorder (Blair, 2007; Kiehl, 2006). These
findings raise questions about the relationship between spiritual factors and neurobiology. From
a Christian anthropological perspective, humans are integrated beings where spiritual,
psychological, and biological dimensions interact continuously. Spiritual vacuum may influence
brain function through stress-related mechanisms, prayer and meditation effects, or transcendent
experiences that shape neural development. Alternatively, neurobiological vulnerabilities may
create conditions that either predispose to or protect against spiritual vacuum. The direction of
causation likely flows both ways in complex feedback relationships. Future research integrating

neuroimaging with spiritual assessment could illuminate these brain-spirit connections.
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Table 5.1 Comparison of Present Findings with Prior Research

Finding Present Study Prior Research Interpretation
SV-SPE correlation | r= .40 Not previously First empirical
examined validation of
vacuum-affliction
relationship
SPE-PCL-R r=.58 r=.70 (Pokorny, Consistent large
correlation 2026¢) effect; sample
differences may
explain variation
Clinical threshold 65% at Level 4+ 41% at Level 4+ Higher rate reflects
rate (Pokorny, 2026c¢) serious offender
sampling
General recidivism | .652 .669 (Pokorny, Consistent
AUC 2026¢) predictive validity
Violent recidivism | .613 .713 (Pokorny, Lower in present
AUC 2026¢) study; SV adds
unique variance
SPE increment AAUC =+.060 N/A First demonstration
(violent) of SV incremental
validity
Mediation effect 23% indirect Not examined Novel finding
supporting
theoretical model

Note. SV = Spiritual Vacuum; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil; PCL-R = Psychopathy Checklist-Revised;
AUC = Area Under the Curve.

Integration with Faith-Based Programming Literature

The present findings integrate meaningfully with the growing literature on faith-based
correctional programming. Meta-analytic research indicates that religious involvement is
associated with reduced delinquency and crime (Baier & Wright, 2001), and faith-based prison
programs show modest positive effects on recidivism (Johnson, 2011; O'Connor & Perreyclear,
2002). However, the mechanisms underlying these effects have remained inadequately specified.
The present findings suggest that effective faith-based programming may work precisely by
addressing spiritual vacuum: filling the 'empty house' with meaning, restoring transcendent

connection, providing moral grounding, and engaging participants in spiritual practices.
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The mediation finding has direct implications for faith-based program design. Programs
that address spiritual vacuum directly—through meaning exploration, relationship with God,
moral formation, and spiritual disciplines—may reduce recidivism both through direct effects
and by preventing or reversing spiritual deterioration along the SPE continuum. Programs
focusing solely on behavioral modification or social support without addressing underlying
spiritual emptiness may achieve limited durability, consistent with the 'empty house' parable's
warning that reformation without transformation leaves individuals vulnerable to worse
outcomes. The present findings provide empirical support for spiritually transformative

programming that addresses the vacuum-affliction-behavior pathway identified in this research.

Theoretical Implications

The present findings carry significant theoretical implications for psychopossession
theory, the spiritual vacuum construct, and broader biopsychosocial-spiritual models of criminal
behavior. This section examines contributions, refinements, and integrations emerging from the

empirical results.

Contributions to Psychopossession Framework

The primary theoretical contribution of this dissertation is the identification and empirical
validation of spiritual vacuum as a mechanism contributing to SPE elevation. Prior
psychopossession research established the SPE model, validated assessment instruments, and
demonstrated forensic applications. However, the question of why individuals arrive at elevated
SPE placement—what conditions create vulnerability to spiritual affliction—remained
theoretically specified but empirically unexamined. The present findings provide the first

empirical evidence that spiritual vacuum functions as such a contributing mechanism. The
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'empty house' theological construct, operationalized through the SV-FCP, predicts SPE elevation
with medium-to-large effect size, supporting the theoretical proposition that spiritual emptiness
creates conditions favorable to spiritual deterioration.

This contribution enables refinement of the psychopossession theoretical model. The
original model proposed progressive stages of spiritual affliction without fully specifying entry
conditions. The present research suggests that spiritual vacuum may represent one such entry
condition—a state of emptiness that renders individuals vulnerable to initial affliction and
subsequent progression. The mediation finding further refines understanding: spiritual vacuum
influences criminal outcomes both directly (through diminished spiritual resources for self-
regulation) and indirectly (through facilitation of SPE progression which then manifests in
criminal behavior). This dual-pathway model has implications for intervention timing:
addressing vacuum early may prevent SPE progression; addressing vacuum later may still reduce

criminal behavior directly even if SPE placement is not immediately reversed.

Refinements to the Spiritual Vacuum Construct

The present findings enable theoretical refinement of the spiritual vacuum construct
itself. The strong total-scale reliability (o = .89) and adequate subscale reliabilities confirm that
spiritual vacuum can be reliably measured through retrospective coding from archival materials.
The dimensional analysis results suggest potential refinements to conceptualization of vacuum
components. The finding that Meaning-Deficit correlated most strongly with SPE Behavioral
domain rather than Thought Life domain suggests that existential meaninglessness may operate
more through behavioral than cognitive mechanisms in forensic populations—or that the
behavioral manifestations are more readily detected through archival coding than cognitive

disturbances.
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The differential relationships across offense types also inform construct understanding.
The distinctive pattern for sexual offenders (elevated Meaning-Deficit and Transcendence
Disconnection) versus violent offenders (elevated across all dimensions, particularly Moral
Disorientation) suggests that different aspects of spiritual vacuum may be criminogenically
relevant for different offense patterns. This finding supports a multidimensional understanding of
spiritual vacuum where specific dimensions have specific behavioral relevance. Future
theoretical development should elaborate pathways from specific vacuum dimensions to specific
offense types, potentially identifying dimension-by-offense interactions that could inform

targeted assessment and intervention.

Integration with Biopsychosocial-Spiritual Model

The present findings advance the broader theoretical project of developing
biopsychosocial-spiritual models of criminal behavior. Traditional criminological theories have
emphasized biological factors (genetic vulnerability, neurobiological abnormalities),
psychological factors (personality traits, cognitive distortions, emotional dysregulation), and
social factors (family dysfunction, peer influence, structural disadvantage). The present research
demonstrates that spiritual factors—specifically, spiritual vacuum and SPE placement—provide
incremental predictive validity beyond demographic and criminal history variables that reflect
these traditional domains. This finding supports theoretical models that include spiritual factors
as a distinct domain rather than subsuming spirituality under psychological or social categories.

The integrated model emerging from this research conceptualizes spiritual vacuum as
interacting with biological, psychological, and social risk factors in producing criminal behavior.
Spiritual vacuum may develop through social processes (absence of religious socialization,

traumatic religious experiences, family irreligion), psychological mechanisms (developmental
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failure to internalize meaning-systems, trauma-related disconnection from transcendence), and
potentially biological substrates (neural correlates of spiritual experience and moral emotion).
Once established, spiritual vacuum creates vulnerability to spiritual affliction (SPE progression),
reduces resources for moral self-regulation, and facilitates criminal behavior through both direct
and mediated pathways. This integrated model provides a theoretical framework that honors the

complexity of human beings as biological, psychological, social, and spiritual creatures.

Figure 5.1 Integrated Biopsychosocial-Spiritual Model of Spiritual Vacuum and Criminal

Behavior

FIGURE 5.1: Integrated Theoretical Model of Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement
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Behavior AND Indirect path through SPE Elevation — Criminal Behavior. Feedback loops show
how criminal behavior reinforces vacuum and SPE elevation. Moderating factors (protective

spiritual experiences, interventions) shown affecting pathways.

Theological Implications

The present findings carry profound implications for Christian theology, connecting
empirical research to biblical-theological frameworks for understanding human nature, sin, and
redemption. This section examines implications across multiple doctrinal domains: the 'hardened
heart' construct, hamartiology (doctrine of sin), the 'seared conscience,' and pneumatology

(doctrine of the Holy Spirit).

The 'Hardened Heart' and Criminal Behavior

The biblical concept of the 'hardened heart' provides theological interpretation of the
patterns observed in this research. Scripture presents heart-hardening as a progressive process
resulting from persistent rejection of divine truth (Hebrews 3:13; Romans 9:18; Exodus 7-14).
The hardened heart becomes increasingly incapable of moral sensitivity, empathic response, and
spiritual perception. The present findings regarding the relationship between spiritual vacuum
and SPE placement align remarkably with this biblical framework. The spiritually vacant
offender—lacking transcendent meaning, disconnected from God, morally disoriented, absent
spiritual practices—corresponds to the 'empty house' that becomes vulnerable to progressive
hardening and eventual occupation by worse affliction.

The finding that 65% of the forensic sample scored at SPE clinical threshold levels

indicates that the 'hardened heart' phenomenon is not merely a theological abstraction but an
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empirically observable condition in serious offender populations. The SPE-70 instrument
provides a means of operationalizing what Scripture has long described: progressive
deterioration of conscience, increasing bondage to sin patterns, and deepening spiritual darkness.
The moderate correlation between spiritual vacuum and SPE placement (r = .40) suggests that
while vacuum contributes to heart-hardening, other factors also play roles—consistent with the
biblical emphasis on both human choice (self-hardening through persistent sin) and divine action
(judicial hardening as consequence of persistent rejection) in the hardening process.

The offense-type differences carry theological significance. The finding that violent
offenders show the highest spiritual vacuum and SPE scores reflects the biblical understanding
of violence as a particularly grave manifestation of the hardened heart. Violence against persons
violates the image of God in the victim (Genesis 9:6), requiring the deepest suppression of the
natural knowledge of God written on the heart (Romans 2:15). The escalation from property
offending through violence and sexual predation represents progression along the moral
deterioration trajectory described in Romans 1:18-32, where suppression of truth leads to
increasingly degraded behavior as God 'gives over' individuals to the consequences of their

rejection.

Hamartiology and Progressive Bondage

Hamartiology—the doctrine of sin—receives empirical illumination from the present
findings. The classical Christian understanding of sin involves both act (individual sinful
behaviors) and state (the condition of being enslaved to sin). The present research supports this
dual conception: criminal behavior represents sinful acts that emerge from the underlying state of
spiritual vacuum and spiritual affliction. The mediation finding is particularly relevant: spiritual

vacuum (a state condition) influences criminal behavior (acts) both directly and through
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facilitation of SPE progression (deepening of the state condition). This pattern aligns with the
biblical teaching that sin begets more sin, with each transgression deepening bondage and
making further transgression more likely (John 8:34; Romans 6:16).

The progressive nature of spiritual deterioration documented in this research supports the
hamartiological concept of the 'dominion of sin.' Scripture describes sin as a power that rules
over those who yield to it (Romans 6:12-14), progressively enslaving the sinner until repentance
and divine intervention break the bondage. The SPE continuum—ifrom spiritual warfare through
oppression levels to possession states—represents a contemporary operationalization of this
progressive dominion. The finding that spiritual vacuum predicts SPE elevation suggests that
emptiness of positive spiritual content creates space for this progressive enslavement, consistent
with the 'empty house' parable's warning (Luke 11:24-26). Effective intervention must therefore
address both the acts (criminal behavior) and the underlying state (spiritual vacuum, SPE
placement) to achieve lasting change.

The dimensional structure of spiritual vacuum aligns with traditional theological
categories of sin's effects. Meaning-Deficit corresponds to the existential consequences of sin—
the loss of true purpose and significance that results from orientation away from God, the only
source of ultimate meaning. Transcendence Disconnection represents the relational rupture at the
heart of sin—alienation from God that constitutes the primary spiritual wound from which other
consequences flow. Moral Disorientation reflects the noetic effects of sin—the darkening of
understanding and corruption of conscience that Scripture describes (Ephesians 4:17-18; Romans
1:21). Spiritual Practice Absence represents the behavioral manifestation of alienation—the
cessation of worship, prayer, and engagement with means of grace that maintain spiritual vitality.

The SV-FCP thus operationalizes classical hamartiological categories for empirical investigation.

212



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

The 'Seared Conscience' (1 Timothy 4:2)

The Pauline concept of the 'seared conscience' (1 Timothy 4:2) provides particular
theological illumination for understanding the psychopathy-spiritual vacuum relationship. Paul
describes individuals 'having their conscience seared with a hot iron' (KJV)—rendered
insensitive, as scar tissue loses sensation after burning. This imagery describes precisely the
callousness, lack of remorse, and absence of empathy characteristic of psychopathic offenders.
The present finding that spiritual vacuum correlates with both SPE placement (r = .40) and
psychopathy (r = .37) suggests that the seared conscience develops in the context of spiritual
emptiness—that the absence of transcendent relationship removes the ongoing influence of
divine truth that maintains conscience sensitivity.

The seared conscience concept has important implications for forensic assessment and
intervention. If conscience deterioration results from both spiritual vacuum (absence of positive
spiritual input) and persistent sin (active hardening through repeated transgression), then
intervention must address both factors. Behavioral modification alone cannot restore conscience
function any more than external pressure can restore sensation to scar tissue. Spiritual
intervention—specifically, filling the vacuum with divine relationship, truth, and ongoing
engagement with means of grace—provides the possibility of conscience restoration through the
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit. The present findings provide empirical grounding for
spiritually-integrated treatment approaches that target conscience restoration alongside

behavioral change.

Pneumatological Considerations
Pneumatology—the doctrine of the Holy Spirit—provides theological resources for

understanding both the problem of spiritual vacuum and its solution. The spiritual vacuum
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construct describes a state of emptiness specifically regarding the Spirit's presence and work.
The Transcendence Disconnection dimension most directly addresses pneumatological concerns:
the absence of relationship with God necessarily involves absence of the Spirit's indwelling,
guidance, and transforming work. The Spiritual Practice Absence dimension reflects neglect of
means through which the Spirit typically operates. The resulting vulnerability to spiritual
affliction follows logically: the unoccupied house lacks the protective presence that would resist
demonic influence.

The solution to spiritual vacuum, from a pneumatological perspective, involves the
Spirit's regenerating, indwelling, and sanctifying work. Regeneration addresses the fundamental
condition of spiritual death that underlies vacuum—bringing to life what was dead (Ephesians
2:1-5). Indwelling fills the empty house with divine presence, providing the protective
occupation that the parable implies is necessary (1 Corinthians 6:19). Sanctification
progressively reverses the moral deterioration and heart-hardening, restoring sensitivity to
conscience and capacity for empathy (2 Corinthians 3:18). The present findings, while not
directly testing pneumatological propositions, provide empirical support for the seriousness of
the problem that pneumatology addresses: without the Spirit's work, individuals remain in states

of vacuum and affliction that manifest in criminal behavior and resistance to change.
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Table 5.2 Summary of Theological Implications

Theological Domain

Key Finding Relevant

Theological Implication

Hardened Heart SV-SPE correlation (r = Empirical validation of
40); 65% at clinical progressive heart-
threshold hardening through spiritual

emptiness

Hamartiology Mediation through SPE Sin as progressive

(23% indirect effect)

bondage; vacuum creates
vulnerability to deepening

enslavement

Seared Conscience

SV-PCL-R correlation (r =

.37); violent recidivism

Psychopathic callousness

as spiritual condition

prediction rooted in vacuum
Pneumatology Transcendence Spirit-absence leaves
Disconnection predicts individuals vulnerable to
SPE Spiritual Response affliction and resistant to
intervention
Empty House Parable All findings pattern Reformation without

consistent with Luke

11:24-26

transformation creates
vulnerability to worse

outcomes

Note. SV = Spiritual Vacuum; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil; PCL-R = Psychopathy Checklist-Revised.
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Practical Implications

The present findings carry substantial practical implications across multiple professional
domains. This section examines implications for forensic psychology and corrections, Christian
counseling, prison chaplaincy and ministry, and church leadership. The discussion emphasizes
evidence-based recommendations grounded in the empirical findings while remaining sensitive

to professional, ethical, and ecclesiastical contexts.

Implications for Forensic Psychology and Corrections

Risk Assessment Integration. The finding that spiritual vacuum demonstrates
incremental predictive validity for recidivism beyond demographic and criminal history variables
supports consideration of spiritual factors in comprehensive risk assessment. Current actuarial
instruments—the LSI-R, COMPAS, SAVRY, and similar tools—contain no validated spiritual
items. The present findings suggest that incorporating spiritual assessment could improve
predictive accuracy, particularly for violent recidivism where the incremental validity was
strongest (AAUC = +.060). Implementation would require development of brief screening
measures suitable for correctional intake and validation across diverse populations. The SV-FCP,
while valuable for research, may be too resource-intensive for routine clinical application;
abbreviated versions warrant development and validation.

Rehabilitation Programming. The identification of spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic
risk factor has direct implications for rehabilitation programming. Programs targeting vacuum-
specific factors—meaning, transcendence, moral grounding, spiritual practice—may achieve
effects beyond programs focusing solely on cognitive, behavioral, or social targets. The
mediation finding suggests that vacuum-focused programs may reduce recidivism both directly

and by preventing or reversing SPE progression. Existing faith-based programs (InnerChange
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Freedom Initiative, Prison Fellowship, Kairos) address some vacuum dimensions but typically
lack theoretical grounding in psychopossession theory or systematic assessment of vacuum as a
treatment target. Integration of the present findings could enhance program design, participant
selection, and outcome evaluation.

Reentry Planning. The transition from incarceration to community represents a period of
elevated recidivism risk when addressing spiritual vacuum may be particularly important. The
'empty house' parable's warning applies directly: offenders released after having completed
programs but without sustained spiritual support may be vulnerable to worse outcomes than
before. Reentry planning should address spiritual dimensions: connection to faith communities,
continuation of spiritual practices, ongoing mentorship relationships, and monitoring of vacuum
indicators. The present findings support reentry programs that prioritize spiritual continuity

alongside housing, employment, and supervision components.

Implications for Christian Counseling

Assessment Approaches. Christian counselors working with forensic populations should
consider assessing spiritual vacuum as part of comprehensive evaluation. The four dimensions
identified in this research—Meaning-Deficit, Transcendence Disconnection, Moral
Disorientation, and Spiritual Practice Absence—provide a framework for structured spiritual
assessment. Clinicians can adapt the SV-FCP items for interview-based assessment or develop
self-report measures for direct client completion. Assessment should examine not only current
spiritual status but developmental history of spiritual involvement, religious trauma, and factors
contributing to vacuum development.

Treatment Considerations. Intervention approaches for spiritually vacant clients should

address all four vacuum dimensions. Meaning-Deficit may be addressed through exploration of
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purpose, vocational calling, and significance derived from relationship with God. Transcendence
Disconnection requires attention to the client's relationship with God, including barriers
(unbelief, anger at God, shame, religious trauma) and facilitators (conversion, reconciliation,
spiritual experiences). Moral Disorientation benefits from didactic and experiential approaches to
moral formation, including Scripture study, moral exemplars, and guided ethical reflection.
Spiritual Practice Absence indicates need for introduction or reinstitution of spiritual disciplines,
potentially beginning with simple practices (brief prayer, Scripture reading) and progressing to
more demanding disciplines (fasting, extended prayer, corporate worship).

Spiritual Interventions. The finding that SPE partially mediates the vacuum-recidivism
relationship suggests that interventions addressing spiritual affliction may complement vacuum-
focused treatment. Christian counselors should be prepared to recognize indicators of spiritual
affliction and respond appropriately. For clients at lower SPE levels (spiritual warfare, mild
oppression), standard spiritual counseling approaches emphasizing spiritual formation, Scripture
application, and prayer may be sufficient. For clients at higher SPE levels (moderate-severe
oppression), more intensive spiritual intervention may be indicated, potentially including
deliverance ministry conducted by qualified practitioners. The present findings provide empirical
grounding for what many Christian counselors have observed clinically: serious offenders often

exhibit spiritual conditions requiring spiritual interventions beyond conventional psychotherapy.

Implications for Prison Chaplaincy and Ministry

Pastoral Care Implications. Prison chaplains are uniquely positioned to address
spiritual vacuum among incarcerated populations. The finding that 65% of the forensic sample
scored at SPE clinical threshold levels indicates substantial spiritual need that chaplains are

called to address. Chaplaincy care should extend beyond crisis intervention and religious
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services to include systematic attention to vacuum dimensions. Meaning-focused conversations
exploring purpose and significance, facilitation of relationship with God through conversion and
discipleship, moral formation through Scripture teaching and ethical guidance, and introduction
to spiritual practices all address vacuum components identified in this research. Chaplains should
collaborate with mental health staff to provide integrated care that addresses both psychological
and spiritual needs.

Faith-Based Programming. The present findings have direct implications for design and
implementation of faith-based correctional programs. Programs should be grounded in
theoretical understanding of spiritual vacuum and explicitly target vacuum dimensions. Program
curricula should include: (a) meaning exploration activities helping participants discover purpose
and significance; (b) relationship-building components facilitating conversion, discipleship, and
deepening relationship with God; (c) moral formation elements providing scriptural moral
teaching and opportunities for ethical growth; and (d) spiritual discipline training establishing
sustainable practices for ongoing spiritual development. Programs should assess vacuum at
intake and throughout participation to monitor change and guide individualized intervention.

Deliverance Ministry Considerations. The finding that elevated SPE placement
characterizes forensic populations raises considerations regarding deliverance ministry in
correctional settings. The SPE levels indicating possible demonic influence (Level 4+ moderate
oppression through possession states) characterize 65% of the present sample. While caution is
warranted in interpreting this finding—not all elevated SPE scores necessarily indicate need for
deliverance ministry—chaplains should be prepared to recognize spiritual affliction and respond
appropriately. This may involve training in discernment of spiritual conditions, protocols for

deliverance ministry in correctional contexts, and collaboration with qualified deliverance
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practitioners. Any deliverance ministry should be integrated with ongoing discipleship to prevent
the 'empty house' phenomenon: spiritual deliverance without spiritual formation may leave

individuals vulnerable to worse outcomes.

Implications for Church Leaders

Prevention and Early Intervention. The present findings support church investment in
prevention strategies addressing spiritual vacuum before criminal involvement develops. Youth
ministry programs should intentionally cultivate meaning, relationship with God, moral
formation, and spiritual practices—not merely religious activity but deep spiritual development
that fills potential vacuum with substantive content. At-risk youth showing early signs of vacuum
(existential questioning, spiritual disengagement, moral confusion, abandonment of spiritual
practices) represent priorities for intensive discipleship intervention. Family ministry programs
should equip parents to foster spiritual development in children, reducing likelihood of vacuum
development. Community outreach should extend to high-risk neighborhoods where spiritual
resources may be scarce.

Reintegration of Ex-Offenders. Churches have essential roles in receiving and
supporting formerly incarcerated individuals, and the present findings inform how this ministry
can be most effective. The 'empty house' warning applies directly: ex-offenders who lack
ongoing spiritual community face elevated relapse risk. Church communities should provide: (a)
welcoming reception overcoming stigma and social exclusion; (b) mentoring relationships
providing ongoing support and accountability; (c) meaningful involvement including service
opportunities that address meaning-deficit; (d) continued spiritual formation including Bible

study, prayer groups, and spiritual direction; and (e) practical support addressing reentry
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challenges. Churches partnering with prison ministries can establish relationships before release,
facilitating continuity of care through transition.

Table 5.3 Practical Recommendations by Professional Audience

Audience Key Recommendations Implementation Priorities

Forensic Psychology/ Integrate spiritual Develop brief screening

Corrections assessment into risk measures; train staff in
evaluation; develop spiritual assessment;
vacuum-targeted programs; | evaluate existing faith
address spirituality in programs
reentry planning

Christian Counseling Assess all four vacuum Adapt SV-FCP for clinical
dimensions; address use; develop treatment
meaning, relationship with | protocols; establish referral
God, moral formation, networks for deliverance

spiritual practices; consider
deliverance for high-SPE

clients

Prison Chaplaincy Systematic vacuum Train in psychopossession
assessment; comprehensive | framework; develop
spiritual care; faith curriculum addressing
programming targeting vacuum; establish
vacuum; discernment of deliverance protocols
spiritual affliction

Church Leadership Prevention through youth | Develop prevention
discipleship; early curricula; establish prison
intervention for at-risk partnerships; create
individuals; ex-offender welcoming communities
reintegration ministry for returning citizens

Note. SV-FCP = Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil.

Ecumenical Considerations

The present research emerges from within a Christian theological framework, but its
findings and implications have relevance across Christian denominational traditions and
potentially beyond. This section examines ecumenical considerations for application of spiritual

vacuum and psychopossession concepts across diverse ecclesiastical contexts.
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Implications Across Denominational Traditions

Roman Catholic Tradition. Catholic theology has a rich tradition of addressing spiritual
affliction through sacramental and pastoral means. The present findings align with Catholic
understanding of sin's progressive effects, the importance of frequent confession and Eucharist
for maintaining spiritual health, and the ministry of exorcism for severe spiritual affliction.
Catholic correctional chaplains can integrate vacuum assessment with sacramental ministry:
facilitating confession to address moral disorientation, promoting Eucharistic participation to
address transcendence disconnection, and encouraging spiritual practices (Liturgy of the Hours,
Rosary, lectio divina) to address practice absence. The Catholic Rite of Exorcism provides
established protocols for addressing severe SPE elevation that may be relevant for high-SPE
offenders when indicated.

Eastern Orthodox Tradition. Orthodox theology emphasizes theosis (divinization) as the
goal of human existence—progressive transformation into likeness of God through union with
Christ by the Holy Spirit. The spiritual vacuum construct can be understood within this
framework as the absence of theotic progress, a state of spiritual stagnation or regression that
leaves individuals vulnerable to demonic influence (a reality Orthodox theology takes seriously).
Orthodox chaplains can integrate vacuum assessment with traditional Orthodox spiritual
direction, emphasizing hesychasm (inner stillness), the Jesus Prayer, fasting, and liturgical
participation as means of addressing vacuum and promoting theosis. The Orthodox tradition's
rich demonology provides resources for understanding and addressing elevated SPE placement.

Mainline Protestant Traditions. Liberal and mainline Protestant traditions may approach
psychopossession theory with initial skepticism given tendencies toward demythologization of

demonic language. However, the empirical findings of this research demonstrate that spiritual
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constructs can be operationalized and measured with standard psychometric properties,
potentially making them accessible to traditions that value empirical evidence. The spiritual
vacuum concept may be particularly palatable, as meaning, transcendence, and moral grounding
can be discussed without requiring explicit demonological commitments. Mainline chaplains
uncomfortable with possession language can focus on vacuum assessment and intervention,
addressing meaning, spirituality, ethics, and practices while bracketing questions about the
ontological status of spiritual affliction.

Evangelical and Pentecostal Traditions. Evangelical and Pentecostal traditions typically
affirm robust demonology and may be most receptive to psychopossession theory's full
framework. The present findings provide empirical validation for what these traditions have long
affirmed: spiritual realities matter, demonic influence is real, and spiritual interventions are
necessary for addressing spiritual conditions. Evangelical and Pentecostal chaplains can integrate
vacuum assessment with evangelism (addressing transcendence disconnection through
conversion), discipleship (addressing all vacuum dimensions through spiritual formation), and
deliverance ministry (addressing SPE elevation through prayer, spiritual warfare, and when
indicated, formal deliverance). The present findings provide evidence-based support for these

ministry emphases.

Points of Convergence

Despite theological differences across traditions, several points of convergence emerge
that enable ecumenical application of the present findings. First, all Christian traditions affirm
the reality of sin and its progressive effects—the hamartiological framework underlying spiritual
vacuum interpretation is common Christian heritage. Second, all traditions emphasize

relationship with God as central to human flourishing, making transcendence disconnection
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universally recognizable as spiritually problematic. Third, all traditions practice some form of
spiritual disciplines, providing resources for addressing spiritual practice absence. Fourth, all
traditions recognize that persistent sin leads to hardening of heart, supporting the vacuum-SPE
relationship observed in this research. Fifth, all traditions offer means of grace—sacraments,
preaching, prayer, community—through which spiritual restoration occurs, providing
intervention resources for addressing vacuum and reducing SPE elevation.

The ecumenical potential of this research lies in its empirical grounding. By
demonstrating that spiritual constructs can be measured with reliability, predict outcomes with
validity, and differentiate populations systematically, this research provides common ground for
dialogue across traditions that share commitment to both spiritual reality and empirical evidence.
Traditions differing in theological particulars can agree on the empirical findings while
interpreting them through their respective theological frameworks. This creates opportunity for

collaboration in research, program development, and practice despite theological diversity.

Unexpected Findings and Tensions
Several findings from this research were unexpected or generated tensions requiring
interpretive attention. This section addresses these surprising discoveries and discusses their

implications for theory and practice.

Surprising Discoveries

The elevated clinical threshold rate (65% at SPE Level 4+) substantially exceeded prior
research (41%) and was higher than anticipated. While stratified sampling purposely
oversampled serious offenders, the magnitude of this elevation was striking. This finding

suggests that spiritual affliction may be even more prevalent in serious offender populations than
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previously recognized. The implication is sobering: nearly two-thirds of convicted felons may be
experiencing spiritual conditions at or above moderate oppression levels. This prevalence
indicates substantial spiritual need and suggests that correctional systems may be housing
populations with extensive spiritual affliction largely unrecognized and unaddressed by current
assessment and intervention approaches.

The dimensional relationship between Meaning-Deficit and SPE Behavioral domain
(rather than Thought Life domain as predicted) was unexpected. This finding suggests that
existential meaninglessness may manifest more behaviorally than cognitively in forensic
populations. One interpretation is that offenders may lack insight into their meaning deficits at
the cognitive level while expressing meaninglessness through behavioral acting-out. Alternative
interpretation suggests that the retrospective coding methodology may capture behavioral
manifestations more readily than cognitive states from archival materials. Future research using
direct assessment methods could clarify whether this dimensional relationship reflects genuine
phenomenological patterns or methodological artifact.

The relatively modest increment in general recidivism prediction (AAUC = +.029)
compared to violent recidivism (AAUC = +.060) was somewhat surprising given that the overall
sample showed elevated spiritual vacuum. This pattern may reflect the heterogeneity of general
recidivism, which includes diverse offense types with varying relationships to spiritual factors.
Violent recidivism specifically may be more strongly connected to the 'hardened heart'
phenomenon that spiritual vacuum contributes to, while general recidivism includes property and
drug offenses with stronger economic and addiction components. The implication is that spiritual
vacuum may be most predictively relevant for violence-related outcomes specifically, with

implications for risk assessment integration and intervention targeting.
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Theological-Empirical Tensions

Several tensions emerged between theological expectations and empirical findings. First,
theological frameworks suggest that the 'hardened heart' represents a qualitative state change—a
fundamental transformation in spiritual condition rather than mere quantitative increase in
problematic features. The correlational and continuous measurement approach employed in this
research treats vacuum and SPE placement as continuous variables, potentially obscuring
qualitative distinctions that may be theologically important. Future research might examine
whether threshold effects exist—points along the SPE continuum where qualitative changes
occur consistent with biblical descriptions of heart-hardening.

Second, theological understanding of demonic influence involves agency—demons as
personal beings who actively afflict individuals—while the psychometric approach employed
here treats SPE placement as a continuous variable without commitment to particular ontological
interpretations. Some readers may experience tension between the empirical methodology and
their theological convictions about the nature of spiritual affliction. The present research does not
require specific metaphysical commitments for findings to be meaningful: the observed
correlations between vacuum, SPE, and recidivism exist whether one interprets SPE elevation as
literal demonic influence, as phenomenological expression of spiritual deterioration, or as
metaphorical description of psychological states with spiritual significance.

Third, the finding that spiritual vacuum explains only 16.2% of variance in SPE
placement means that 84% of variance remains unexplained by this factor alone. Theologically,
this raises questions about other factors contributing to spiritual affliction: developmental
experiences, trauma, demonic encounter, generational patterns, persistent sin choices. The

modest effect size, while statistically significant and theoretically meaningful, reminds us that
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spiritual vacuum is one contributing factor among many. The integrated biopsychosocial-
spiritual model must ultimately account for multiple determinants at multiple levels to fully

explain the spiritual conditions observed in forensic populations.

Limitations of the Study
Despite the substantial findings of this research, several methodological limitations
constrain interpretation and generalizability. This section acknowledges these limitations and

discusses their implications.

Methodological Limitations

Retrospective Archival Design. The retrospective archival design, while enabling access
to large samples with documented outcomes, introduces limitations inherent to retrospective
research. Spiritual vacuum and SPE placement were coded from existing case materials rather
than assessed directly, creating dependence on the completeness and quality of archival
documentation. Information relevant to spiritual assessment may have been absent from case
files that were not designed for spiritual evaluation. While inter-rater reliability was strong (ICC
= .88-.91), reliability reflects consistency of coding rather than validity of inferences from
limited archival information. Prospective research with direct assessment is needed to validate
findings from this retrospective approach.

Correlational Design. The correlational design cannot establish causal relationships.
While the theoretical model proposes that spiritual vacuum contributes to SPE elevation and
criminal behavior, the observed correlations could reflect reverse causation (criminal
involvement causing vacuum) or third-variable confounding (both vacuum and criminality

resulting from unmeasured common causes). The mediation analysis provides some support for
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theorized causal pathways, but only experimental or longitudinal designs can establish causation
definitively. The present findings provide correlational foundation for future research that could
address causal questions more directly.

Cross-Sectional Measurement. All variables were measured at a single time point
(retrospectively coded from archival materials at similar time periods), preventing examination
of temporal sequences or developmental trajectories. The theoretical model proposes progressive
deterioration from vacuum through SPE elevation to criminal behavior, but cross-sectional data
cannot confirm this temporal ordering. Longitudinal research following individuals over time
would enable examination of whether vacuum precedes SPE elevation and whether both precede

criminal outcomes as theorized.

Generalizability Constraints

Sample Characteristics. The sample consisted exclusively of adult felony offenders
from U.S. Department of Justice databases, limiting generalizability to other populations.
Findings may not generalize to: (a) juvenile offenders, whose spiritual development and
criminogenic processes may differ from adults; (b) misdemeanor offenders, who may show
different vacuum-crime relationships; (c) international populations, where cultural and religious
differences may affect spiritual vacuum manifestation and measurement; or (d) non-offender
populations, where base rates of vacuum and SPE elevation are lower. Replication across diverse
populations is needed to establish generalizability.

Gender Imbalance. The sample was 90.5% male, reflecting correctional population
demographics but limiting ability to examine gender differences. Female offenders may exhibit
different patterns of spiritual vacuum, SPE elevation, and vacuum-crime relationships. The small

female subsample (n = 57) was insufficient for separate gender analyses. Future research should
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include larger female samples enabling examination of gender-specific patterns and potential
need for gender-adapted assessment approaches.

Racial/Ethnic Diversity. While the sample included racial/ethnic diversity (42.8%
White, 34.8% Black, 17.0% Hispanic, 5.3% Other), the study did not examine race/ethnicity as
moderators of vacuum-SPE-crime relationships. Religious and spiritual traditions vary across
racial/ethnic communities, potentially affecting both vacuum manifestation and intervention
effectiveness. The possibility of differential item functioning in the SV-FCP and SPE-70 across
racial/ethnic groups was not examined. Future research should investigate whether findings

generalize equally across racial/ethnic populations.

Measurement Limitations

Spiritual Vacuum Measurement. The SV-FCP was developed for this dissertation and
has limited prior validation beyond the present study. While psychometric properties were
adequate (a = .89; ICC = .88), the instrument requires additional validation including test-retest
reliability, convergent and discriminant validity with established spirituality measures, and
examination of factorial validity through confirmatory factor analysis. The retrospective coding
approach may not capture vacuum dimensions as accurately as direct self-report or interview
assessment. Development of interview and self-report versions would enhance clinical utility.

SPE and PAP Measurement. The SPE-70 and PAP-112 instruments, while
demonstrating strong psychometric properties in prior research, were originally validated on
general populations and have limited forensic validation beyond Pokorny (2026¢) and the present
study. The elevated clinical threshold rate observed (65% at Level 4+) may reflect valid
identification of extensive spiritual affliction or may indicate need for forensic-specific norming.

The relationship between SPE placement as coded from archival materials and SPE placement as
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directly assessed is unknown. Future research should establish forensic norms and examine
convergence between retrospective coding and direct assessment approaches.

Recidivism Operationalization. Recidivism was operationalized as rearrest within 3
years, which may over- or under-estimate actual reoffending. Rearrest may occur without
conviction (false positives), and reoffending may occur without rearrest (false negatives,
particularly for offenses with low detection rates). The 3-year follow-up window, while standard
in recidivism research, may not capture longer-term patterns. Additionally, the dichotomous
operationalization (recidivated/not) loses information about time to recidivism, frequency, and
severity. Survival analysis and examination of recidivism severity could provide more nuanced

understanding of vacuum-recidivism relationships.

Recommendations for Future Research

The present study opens numerous avenues for future research. This section presents
recommendations organized by methodological approach, including empirical studies,
longitudinal designs, intervention research, and cross-cultural investigations.
Empirical Studies Needed

Instrument Validation Research. Priority should be given to developing and validating
direct assessment versions of the spiritual vacuum construct. This includes: (a) self-report scales
suitable for routine correctional intake; (b) structured interview protocols for comprehensive
clinical assessment; (c) brief screening instruments for identifying high-vacuum individuals
requiring further evaluation; and (d) forensic-normed versions of existing instruments. Cross-
validation across diverse samples (gender, age, race/ethnicity, offense type, geographic region) is

essential for establishing generalizability.
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Mechanism Research. Future research should elaborate mechanisms by which spiritual
vacuum influences criminal behavior. Potential mechanisms include: (a) reduced access to
spiritual coping resources during stress or temptation; (b) diminished moral self-regulation
without transcendent accountability; (c) nihilistic attitudes reducing deterrent effects of
consequences; (d) objectification of others without transcendent grounding of human worth; and
(e) facilitation of SPE progression as the 'empty house' becomes occupied. Mixed-methods
research combining quantitative measurement with qualitative exploration of offender
experiences could illuminate these mechanisms.

Neurobiological Investigation. Research integrating neuroimaging with spiritual
assessment could illuminate brain-spirit relationships. Questions include: (a) whether spiritual
vacuum correlates with neural patterns similar to those observed in psychopathy (prefrontal,
amygdala dysfunction); (b) whether spiritual experiences (conversion, prayer, worship) produce
neural changes relevant to criminal desistance; and (c) whether neurobiological vulnerabilities
predispose to spiritual vacuum or interact with spiritual factors in producing criminal behavior.
Collaboration between neuroscientists and theologians is needed for appropriately nuanced

interpretation.

Longitudinal Designs

Prospective Research. Prospective longitudinal research following individuals over time
is essential for addressing causal questions. Priority designs include: (a) developmental studies
examining emergence of spiritual vacuum in childhood and adolescence, tracking relationships
to later criminal involvement; (b) prison cohort studies assessing vacuum and SPE at intake and

tracking change over incarceration and through reentry; and (c) community supervision studies
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examining whether vacuum change predicts recidivism outcomes beyond baseline levels. Such
research could establish temporal ordering and strengthen causal inference.

Treatment Outcome Studies. Longitudinal research should examine change in spiritual
vacuum and SPE placement as treatment outcomes. Questions include: (a) whether faith-based
programs reduce vacuum and SPE levels over time; (b) whether vacuum/SPE change mediates
program effects on recidivism; (c¢) what program components are most effective for different
vacuum dimensions; and (d) how long treatment effects persist following program completion.

Such research would inform program design and guide resource allocation.

Intervention Research

Program Development and Testing. Research should develop and rigorously evaluate
vacuum-targeted intervention programs. This includes: (a) theory-driven curriculum
development addressing each vacuum dimension; (b) randomized controlled trials comparing
vacuum-targeted programs to standard programming and no-treatment controls; (¢) component
analyses examining which program elements contribute most to outcomes; (d) moderator
analyses examining for whom programs work best; and (e) implementation research examining
how programs function in real-world correctional settings. Collaboration between researchers,
correctional administrators, and chaplaincy professionals is essential.

Deliverance Ministry Research. For clients exhibiting elevated SPE placement,
research should examine outcomes of deliverance ministry in correctional contexts. Questions
include: (a) what assessment criteria identify appropriate candidates for deliverance intervention;
(b) what protocols are safe and effective in correctional settings; (c) what outcomes result from
deliverance ministry in terms of SPE change, behavioral change, and recidivism; and (d) what

aftercare is necessary to maintain gains and prevent the 'empty house' phenomenon. Such
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research is methodologically challenging but important for informing practice in this

understudied domain.

Cross-Cultural and Comparative Research

International Research. Research in international contexts would examine whether
vacuum-crime relationships generalize across cultures. Questions include: (a) whether spiritual
vacuum manifests similarly across religious and cultural contexts; (b) whether the SPE model
applies cross-culturally or requires adaptation; (c¢) how indigenous spiritualities and non-
Christian religions relate to the constructs developed from Christian frameworks; and (d)
whether intervention approaches effective in U.S. contexts transfer to other cultural settings.
Collaboration with international researchers and culturally appropriate adaptation of instruments
is essential.

Comparative Religion Research. Research comparing manifestations of spiritual
vacuum across religious traditions could illuminate both universal and tradition-specific
elements. Questions include: (a) whether analogous constructs exist in non-Christian religious
frameworks (e.g., spiritual disconnection in Judaism, heedlessness in Islam, ignorance in
Buddhism); (b) whether offenders from different religious backgrounds show different vacuum
patterns; and (c) whether tradition-specific interventions are more effective than generic spiritual
interventions for adherents of particular traditions. Such research would enhance culturally

competent practice in religiously diverse correctional populations.
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Table 5.4 Future Research Agenda: Priority Studies and Questions

Research Domain

Priority Studies

Key Questions

Instrument Validation

Self-report scale
development; structured
interview protocols;
forensic norming studies

Do direct assessment
methods converge with
retrospective coding? Are
instruments valid across
populations?

Mechanism Research

Mixed-methods
exploration of vacuum-
crime pathways; mediation
testing with expanded
mechanisms

How does vacuum
influence behavior? What
pathways connect vacuum
to criminal outcomes?

Neurobiological fMRI studies correlating Does vacuum have neural
vacuum/SPE with neural correlates? Can spiritual
patterns; prayer/worship experiences produce brain
neural effects changes?

Longitudinal Developmental cohort Does vacuum precede SPE
studies; prison cohort elevation? Does change in
tracking; reentry follow-up | vacuum predict

recidivism?

Intervention RCTs of vacuum-targeted | What programs reduce

programs; component
analyses; implementation
studies

vacuum? What
components are essential?
How to scale effective
programs?

Deliverance Ministry

Assessment criteria
development; protocol
evaluation; outcome
tracking

When is deliverance
indicated? What protocols
are safe/effective? What
aftercare is needed?

Cross-Cultural

International validation
studies; indigenous
spirituality research;
comparative religion
studies

Do constructs generalize
cross-culturally? How do
different traditions relate to
these frameworks?

Note. RCT = Randomized Controlled Trial; fMRI = functional magnetic resonance imaging; SPE = Spectrum of

Possession by Evil.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has provided comprehensive discussion of the findings from this dissertation

investigating spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the

psychopossession framework. The quantitative analyses presented in Chapter 4 yielded

234




THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

substantial support for the study's primary hypotheses, with 8 of 10 hypotheses (80%) receiving
statistical support. The pattern of findings supports the theoretical proposition that spiritual
vacuum—a state of meaning-deficit, transcendence disconnection, moral disorientation, and
spiritual practice absence—functions as a criminogenic risk factor with measurable relationships
to spiritual affliction severity and criminal justice outcomes.

The primary finding—a significant positive correlation between spiritual vacuum and
SPE placement (r = .40, 16.2% shared variance)—provides the first empirical evidence that
spiritual emptiness contributes to the spiritual deterioration measured by psychopossession
theory instruments. This finding confirms the theological insight of the 'empty house' parable:
spiritual vacancy creates vulnerability to worse affliction. The hierarchical regression
demonstration that spiritual vacuum explains 18.7% of unique variance in SPE placement
beyond demographic and criminal history variables supports inclusion of spiritual factors in
biopsychosocial-spiritual models of criminal behavior.

The predictive validity findings—spiritual vacuum demonstrating incremental prediction
of both general recidivism (AAUC = +.029) and violent recidivism (AAUC = +.060) beyond
established risk factors—have direct implications for forensic risk assessment. The stronger
increment for violent recidivism aligns with theoretical expectations that spiritual vacuum and
the resultant 'hardened heart' phenomenon are particularly relevant to violence perpetration. The
mediation finding—23% of the vacuum-recidivism effect operating through SPE placement—
provides theoretical insight regarding mechanisms of effect and suggests that interventions
addressing vacuum may reduce recidivism both directly and by preventing spiritual deterioration.

The offense-type findings confirmed theoretical predictions that violent offenders

demonstrate highest spiritual vacuum, with sexual offenders showing distinctive patterns on
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meaning and transcendence dimensions. These findings inform differentiated assessment and
intervention approaches matched to offense-type characteristics. The effect size (0> =.041),
while indicating significant group differences, also reveals substantial within-group variability
emphasizing the importance of individual assessment beyond offense-type classification.

Integration with existing literature demonstrated that findings confirm and extend
psychopossession theory validation research while connecting meaningfully with criminological
theories (general theory of crime, moral disengagement theory, age-graded theory), psychopathy
research, and faith-based programming literature. The theoretical implications section articulated
contributions to the psychopossession framework, refinements to the spiritual vacuum construct,
and integration with biopsychosocial-spiritual models. The theological implications section
connected findings to biblical-theological frameworks including the hardened heart,
hamartiology, the seared conscience, and pneumatology.

Practical implications were articulated for diverse stakeholders: forensic psychologists
and correctional professionals (risk assessment integration, rehabilitation programming, reentry
planning), Christian counselors (assessment approaches, treatment considerations, spiritual
interventions), prison chaplains (pastoral care, faith-based programming, deliverance ministry
considerations), and church leaders (prevention, early intervention, ex-offender reintegration).
Ecumenical considerations examined implications across Catholic, Orthodox, mainline
Protestant, and evangelical traditions, identifying points of convergence enabling ecumenical
application. Unexpected findings and tensions—including the elevated clinical threshold rate,
dimensional relationship surprises, and theological-empirical tensions—were addressed with

appropriate interpretive nuance.
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The limitations section acknowledged methodological constraints (retrospective archival
design, correlational approach, cross-sectional measurement), generalizability constraints
(sample characteristics, gender imbalance, racial/ethnic considerations), and measurement
limitations (instrument validation needs, recidivism operationalization). The recommendations
for future research outlined priority studies across domains including instrument validation,
mechanism research, neurobiological investigation, longitudinal designs, intervention research,
and cross-cultural comparative studies.

In conclusion, this dissertation has provided the first empirical investigation of spiritual
vacuum as a criminogenic risk factor, establishing correlational relationships with spiritual
affliction and criminal outcomes that carry implications for theory, theology, and practice. The
findings validate the integration of spiritual assessment into forensic psychology, support
theologically-grounded understanding of criminal behavior, and point toward spiritually-
integrated interventions that address the 'empty house' condition contributing to criminal
trajectories. While significant limitations constrain interpretation and much research remains to
be conducted, this dissertation opens a new domain of investigation at the intersection of forensic
psychology, Christian theology, and criminological theory—a domain with profound
implications for understanding and addressing the spiritual dimensions of criminal behavior.

The spiritually vacant offender—Ilacking transcendent meaning, disconnected from God,
morally disoriented, absent spiritual practices—represents a population whose needs cannot be
fully addressed by purely secular psychological and criminological approaches. The present
research demonstrates that spiritual factors matter empirically as well as theologically: they can
be measured, they predict outcomes, and they differentiate populations. The challenge now is to

translate these findings into practice: developing assessment tools suitable for routine use,
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designing intervention programs targeting vacuum dimensions, and building bridges between
forensic systems and faith communities to provide comprehensive care addressing the whole
person—body, mind, soul, and spirit. In doing so, criminal justice may move closer to what
Scripture envisions: justice that restores, rehabilitation that transforms, and redemption that fills

the empty house with the presence and power of God.

Additional Theoretical Considerations

The relationship between spiritual vacuum and the psychopossession framework merits
additional theoretical elaboration beyond the primary findings discussion. The construct of
spiritual vacuum, as operationalized in this research, represents a multidimensional state of
spiritual emptiness that aligns remarkably with both biblical testimony regarding the 'empty
house' condition and contemporary psychological understanding of existential distress. The four
dimensions—Meaning-Deficit, Transcendence Disconnection, Moral Disorientation, and
Spiritual Practice Absence—each contribute distinct variance to the overall spiritual vacuum
construct, yet they cohere as reflecting a unified underlying condition of spiritual depletion.

Viktor Frankl's (1959/2006) seminal work on existential vacuum provides psychological
grounding for the meaning-deficit dimension. Frankl observed among concentration camp
survivors and later clinical populations that the 'will to meaning' represents a fundamental human
motivation; when frustrated, existential vacuum results, manifesting as boredom, emptiness, and
nihilism. The present findings extend Frankl's framework by demonstrating that meaning-deficit
in forensic populations correlates with both spiritual affliction (SPE elevation) and criminal
outcomes (recidivism). This connection suggests that the existential vacuum Frankl described
may have spiritual as well as psychological dimensions—that the ultimate meaning-system

capable of satisfying the will to meaning involves transcendent relationship rather than merely
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psychological meaning-making. The Christian affirmation that humanity is created for
relationship with God (Augustine's 'our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee') receives
empirical support from findings linking meaning-deficit to negative spiritual and behavioral
outcomes.

The transcendence disconnection dimension draws upon both theological and
psychological literature regarding spiritual alienation. Theologically, alienation from God
represents the primary consequence of sin—the rupture in divine-human relationship that
constitutes spiritual death (Genesis 2:17; Ephesians 2:1). Psychologically, attachment theory has
been extended to understand relationship with God as a form of attachment relationship
(Kirkpatrick, 2005), with secure attachment to God associated with psychological wellbeing and
insecure or absent attachment associated with distress. The present findings suggest that
transcendence disconnection—whether conceptualized theologically as alienation or
psychologically as attachment disturbance—creates vulnerability to spiritual affliction and
criminal behavior. Intervention implications follow: restoring relationship with God through
conversion and discipleship may address the attachment dimension of vacuum, providing the
secure base from which healthier functioning can develop.

The moral disorientation dimension connects to extensive literature on moral
development and moral psychology. Kohlberg's (1984) stage theory of moral development
proposed progression from pre-conventional (self-interested) through conventional (socially-
referenced) to post-conventional (principled) moral reasoning. The present findings suggest that
moral disorientation—absence of stable moral compass and transcendent moral authority—may
represent not merely developmental arrest at pre-conventional levels but active deterioration in

moral functioning resulting from spiritual vacuum. Without transcendent moral grounding,
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individuals lack the absolute reference points necessary for resisting situational pressures toward
moral compromise. The biblical witness that hearts can be 'hardened' (Hebrews 3:13) suggests
not merely absence of moral development but progressive loss of moral sensitivity through
persistent sin and rejection of divine truth. The correlation between moral disorientation and SPE
Behavioral domain (r =.29) supports this interpretation: loss of moral grounding manifests in
sinful behavioral patterns characteristic of spiritual affliction.

The spiritual practice absence dimension addresses behavioral expressions of spiritual
vacuum. Spiritual disciplines—prayer, Scripture meditation, worship, fasting, corporate
fellowship—serve multiple functions in Christian understanding: they are means of grace
through which God works, practices that shape character and strengthen virtue, and protective
factors maintaining spiritual vitality. The present findings indicate that absence of spiritual
practices correlates with both SPE elevation and criminal outcomes. This pattern supports the
practical theological emphasis on spiritual disciplines as essential for spiritual health and
resistance to temptation. The implication for intervention is clear: rehabilitation programs should
include introduction and cultivation of spiritual practices as components of comprehensive

treatment, not merely behavioral modification techniques borrowed from secular psychology.

Integration with Desistance Research

The present findings connect meaningfully with the growing literature on criminal
desistance—the process by which offenders cease criminal activity. Desistance research has
identified multiple factors facilitating crime cessation, including maturation (Gottfredson &
Hirschi, 1990), social bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1993), cognitive transformation (Giordano et al.,
2002), and identity change (Maruna, 2001). Religious conversion and engagement have been

recognized as potentially important factors in desistance, though mechanisms have remained
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inadequately specified. The present research suggests that religious conversion may facilitate
desistance precisely by addressing spiritual vacuum—filling the 'empty house' with meaning,
transcendent relationship, moral grounding, and spiritual practices that provide both motivation
and resources for sustained behavior change.

Maruna's (2001) influential qualitative research on desistance identified 'redemption
scripts'—personal narratives in which past criminal behavior is reframed within a larger story of
transformation and positive contribution. Desisters, compared to persisters, exhibited narrative
constructions emphasizing a 'true self' that was good despite past behavior, and a sense of
purpose and meaning giving direction to reformed lives. The spiritual vacuum construct provides
theoretical framework for understanding these narrative differences. Persisters may remain in
states of meaning-deficit, lacking the transcendent purpose necessary for generating redemption
scripts. Desisters, by contrast, may have experienced filling of spiritual vacuum—discovery of
meaning, restoration of divine relationship, moral reorientation, and engagement in spiritual
practices—providing the resources from which redemption scripts are constructed. The present
findings provide quantitative support for what Maruna's qualitative research suggested: spiritual
transformation involving meaning and purpose is associated with cessation of criminal behavior.

The mediation finding—that 23% of the spiritual vacuum-recidivism relationship
operates through SPE placement—has specific implications for desistance theory. This finding
suggests two pathways by which spiritual transformation may facilitate desistance. First, filling
spiritual vacuum directly reduces recidivism risk, perhaps by providing coping resources,
enhancing self-regulation, and increasing motivation for prosocial behavior. Second, filling
spiritual vacuum prevents or reverses progression along the SPE continuum, reducing the

spiritual affliction that manifests in criminal behavior. Desistance programs incorporating
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spiritual components may thus work through multiple mechanisms, addressing both the direct
effects of vacuum and the indirect effects through reduced spiritual affliction. This dual-pathway
model suggests that spiritually-integrated desistance interventions may be more effective than

secular programs targeting only behavioral or social factors.

Considerations for Diverse Offender Populations

While the present research focused on adult felony offenders, findings have implications
for diverse offender populations requiring differentiated application. Female offenders, though
underrepresented in this sample (9.5%), may exhibit different patterns of spiritual vacuum and
SPE elevation. Research on female criminality emphasizes trauma, relational factors, and
economic marginalization as criminogenic influences (Belknap, 2015). The spiritual vacuum
dimensions may manifest differently among women: transcendence disconnection may be
particularly relevant given women's generally higher religiosity, while meaning-deficit may
connect specifically to relational losses and trauma. Future research should examine gender-
specific patterns and develop gender-responsive spiritual assessment and intervention
approaches.

Juvenile offenders represent another population requiring differentiated consideration.
Adolescent spiritual development differs qualitatively from adult spirituality, with identity
formation, questioning of inherited beliefs, and developmental individuation characterizing
normative adolescent spiritual development (Fowler, 1981). Spiritual vacuum in adolescence
may represent arrested development, premature foreclosure, or active rejection of spiritual
formation rather than deterioration from prior spiritual health. The SPE model may require
adaptation for adolescent populations, as some affliction indicators may manifest differently in

younger individuals. Prevention-focused applications with at-risk youth may be particularly
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promising, addressing vacuum before criminal involvement develops rather than treating vacuum
after criminality is established.

Offenders with mental illness present unique challenges for spiritual vacuum assessment
and intervention. The high rates of mental health conditions in correctional populations—
particularly serious mental illness, trauma-related disorders, and substance use disorders—
complicate interpretation of spiritual phenomena. Some presentations that might suggest spiritual
affliction may reflect psychiatric symptoms; conversely, genuine spiritual conditions may be
misattributed to mental illness alone. The psychopossession framework's proposition of
comorbidity between SPE placement and psychiatric conditions suggests that these are not
either/or interpretations but potentially co-occurring conditions requiring integrated assessment
and intervention. Mental health professionals and chaplains must collaborate to provide

comprehensive care addressing both psychiatric and spiritual needs in this population.

Implications for Criminal Justice Policy

The present findings carry implications for criminal justice policy at multiple levels. At
the assessment level, findings support consideration of spiritual factors in risk evaluation
protocols. While current risk assessment instruments focus on static (criminal history,
demographics) and dynamic (antisocial attitudes, substance use, peer associations) factors,
spiritual vacuum represents a potentially important domain not currently captured. Incorporation
of brief spiritual screening could enhance predictive accuracy—particularly for violent
recidivism where the increment was most substantial—and provide information relevant to
intervention planning. Policy development would require validation of brief screening
instruments suitable for routine correctional intake and training of assessment personnel in

spiritual assessment.
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At the intervention level, findings support expansion and enhancement of faith-based
programming within corrections. The evidence-based movement in corrections has emphasized
programs targeting criminogenic needs through cognitive-behavioral approaches (Andrews &
Bonta, 2010). The present findings suggest that spiritual vacuum represents an additional
criminogenic need warranting programmatic attention. Faith-based programs currently operating
in corrections often lack theoretical grounding in validated frameworks and systematic
assessment of treatment targets. Policy reforms could enhance these programs by: (a) requiring
theoretical grounding in validated frameworks such as psychopossession theory; (b) mandating
assessment of spiritual vacuum at intake and throughout participation; (c) establishing
curriculum standards addressing specific vacuum dimensions; and (d) requiring rigorous
outcome evaluation including recidivism follow-up.

At the reentry level, findings support policy emphasis on faith community involvement in
offender reintegration. The 'empty house' parable's warning applies directly to reentry: offenders
released without ongoing spiritual support face elevated relapse risk. Policy initiatives could: (a)
facilitate pre-release connections between offenders and faith communities in their planned
release locations; (b) support faith-based reentry programs providing housing, employment
assistance, and spiritual mentorship; (c) incorporate spiritual maintenance into supervision
conditions where appropriate and consistent with constitutional protections; and (d) fund

research on faith-based reentry effectiveness to guide evidence-based policy development.

Constitutional and Ethical Considerations

Integration of spiritual assessment and intervention in correctional settings raises
constitutional and ethical considerations requiring careful attention. The First Amendment's

Establishment Clause prohibits government establishment of religion, potentially constraining
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state-sponsored spiritual assessment or mandated faith-based programming. However, the Free
Exercise Clause protects offenders' right to practice religion while incarcerated, and case law has
generally supported voluntary faith-based programming as constitutionally permissible (see
Americans United for Separation of Church and State v. Prison Fellowship Ministries, 2007).
The key distinction is between voluntary participation in spiritual programming versus coerced
religious engagement. Spiritual assessment conducted as part of comprehensive evaluation, with
findings used to inform voluntary programming options rather than mandated interventions,
appears consistent with constitutional requirements.

Ethical considerations extend beyond constitutional requirements. Professional ethics
codes in psychology (APA) and counseling (ACA) emphasize respect for client autonomy and
religious/spiritual diversity. Spiritual assessment and intervention must respect offenders' diverse
religious backgrounds, including non-Christian traditions and secular worldviews. While the
present research developed from Christian theological frameworks, the spiritual vacuum
construct may have analogues across religious traditions, and intervention approaches should be
adapted for offenders of diverse backgrounds. Ethical practice requires: (a) informed consent for
spiritual assessment and intervention; (b) provision of alternatives for those declining spiritually-
oriented programming; (c¢) respect for traditions other than Christianity, including adaptation of
assessment and intervention approaches; and (d) ongoing attention to the line between offering
spiritual resources and imposing religious beliefs.

The involvement of chaplains and religious volunteers in correctional settings provides
natural infrastructure for spiritual assessment and intervention while maintaining appropriate
church-state separation. Chaplains serve religious functions distinct from governmental

correctional functions; spiritual programming offered through chaplaincy represents facilitation
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of religious exercise rather than state establishment of religion. The present findings support
enhanced collaboration between correctional psychology and chaplaincy services, with
psychologists contributing assessment expertise and chaplains contributing spiritual intervention
competencies. Such collaboration enables spiritually-integrated care while maintaining

appropriate role distinctions and constitutional protections.

Implications for Theological Education

The present findings carry implications for theological education, particularly training
programs preparing individuals for ministry in correctional contexts. Seminary curricula
typically include pastoral care, counseling, and spiritual formation courses, but rarely address the
specific challenges of ministry with serious offenders. The identification of spiritual vacuum as a
criminogenic factor and the validation of psychopossession theory in forensic populations
suggest need for curriculum development in several areas. First, courses on forensic ministry
should introduce students to empirically-validated frameworks for understanding criminal
behavior, including the spiritual vacuum and psychopossession constructs. Second, practical
theology courses should address assessment of spiritual conditions in challenging populations,
including recognition of elevated SPE indicators. Third, courses on spiritual intervention should
prepare students for ministry contexts where spiritual affliction may be prevalent, including
appropriate protocols for deliverance ministry when indicated.

Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) programs, which provide supervised practical ministry
experience for seminarians and others preparing for chaplaincy, should consider incorporating
forensic placements and exposure to the psychopossession framework. CPE in correctional
settings would provide supervised experience with the spiritually vacant offender population

identified in this research, enabling development of competencies in spiritual assessment,

246



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

pastoral care for serious offenders, and collaboration with mental health professionals. The
present findings provide evidence-based content for case consultation and theological reflection

components of CPE, grounding supervision in validated frameworks rather than intuition alone.

Implications for Psychology-Theology Integration

This dissertation contributes to the broader project of psychology-theology integration
that has characterized Christian psychology movements for several decades. Models of
integration have ranged from 'levels of explanation' approaches (separating psychological and
theological domains) through 'filters' models (using theology to critique psychology) to
'integration' models (synthesizing psychological and theological perspectives into unified
frameworks) (Carter & Narramore, 1979; Jones & Butman, 2011). The present research
exemplifies integration by demonstrating that spiritual constructs developed from theological
sources can be operationalized, measured, and validated using standard psychological research
methodology. The spiritual vacuum construct drew upon biblical-theological understanding of
the 'empty house,' hamartiology, and the hardened heart; these theological constructs were
operationalized through the SV-FCP and validated through correlation with SPE placement and
recidivism outcomes. This approach demonstrates that integration can produce empirically
testable propositions while remaining grounded in theological sources.

The findings also contribute to debates regarding the adequacy of naturalistic
psychological frameworks for understanding human nature. Mainstream psychology operates
within methodological naturalism, excluding supernatural explanations and spiritual factors from
scientific inquiry. The present research challenges this exclusion not by abandoning scientific
methodology but by demonstrating that spiritual factors can be studied scientifically with

meaningful results. The correlations between spiritual vacuum, SPE placement, and criminal
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outcomes are empirical findings obtained through standard research methods; the spiritual
interpretation of these findings is theoretical, but the data themselves are scientific. This
approach suggests that methodological naturalism need not exclude spiritual factors from
empirical investigation—that spiritual realities may have measurable correlates even if their

ultimate nature transcends scientific methodology.

The Problem of Evil and Criminal Behavior

The present research contributes to theological reflection on the problem of evil—one of
the most challenging issues in Christian theodicy. The traditional formulation asks how the
existence of evil can be reconciled with an omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good God.
Criminal behavior represents a particularly acute form of moral evil, with perpetrators causing
profound harm to victims and communities. The psychopossession framework and spiritual
vacuum construct offer resources for understanding criminal evil within a theological framework
that takes seriously both human responsibility and spiritual realities.

The spiritual vacuum construct locates criminal behavior within a framework of human
freedom and choice. Individuals are not determined to criminal behavior by social forces or
biological compulsions alone; spiritual vacuum develops through processes involving human
agency—rejection of transcendent meaning, withdrawal from divine relationship, abandonment
of moral frameworks, cessation of spiritual practices. The correlation between vacuum and SPE
elevation suggests that spiritual deterioration follows from this vacuum state, but the vacuum
itself reflects human choices and orientations. This framework preserves moral responsibility:
offenders are not mere victims of circumstance but agents whose choices contribute to their

spiritual condition and resultant behavior.
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Simultaneously, the psychopossession framework acknowledges spiritual realities that
transcend individual human agency. The SPE model proposes that demonic influence—real
personal evil beings acting in the spiritual realm—contributes to the affliction observed in
offender populations. This acknowledgment does not eliminate human responsibility but situates
it within a larger cosmic context. Humans who create conditions of spiritual vacuum become
vulnerable to afflicting influences; the affliction intensifies the sinful patterns that human choices
initiated. This interplay between human agency and spiritual forces reflects the biblical
understanding of evil as involving both human sin (hamartiology) and demonic activity (spiritual
warfare)—neither reducible to the other but interacting in the manifestation of evil in human
behavior.

The redemptive dimension of the Christian message provides hope within this
framework. If criminal behavior emerges from spiritual vacuum and affliction, then spiritual
transformation offers the possibility of change. The gospel promises not merely forgiveness of
past sins but transformation of present condition—filling of the empty house with divine
presence, healing of spiritual affliction, restoration of meaning and relationship and moral
capacity. The present findings, while documenting the severity of spiritual condition in forensic
populations, simultaneously point toward the solution: interventions that address spiritual
vacuum, programs that facilitate encounter with God, ministry that brings deliverance from
affliction. The problem of criminal evil, viewed through this framework, is not merely a puzzle

for theodicy but an invitation to redemptive engagement with the spiritually vacant and afflicted.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

Introduction to the Conclusion

This concluding chapter brings to completion the scholarly investigation of spiritual
vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior through the psychopossession framework. The
present dissertation has undertaken a groundbreaking integration of Christian theology, forensic
psychology, and criminological theory to examine a domain long recognized in pastoral and
ministerial contexts but systematically neglected in empirical research: the spiritual dimensions
of criminal behavior and the phenomenon of the "hardened heart" characteristic of serious
offenders. Through rigorous quantitative methodology applied to a sample of N = 600 adult
criminal offenders, this study has demonstrated that spiritual vacuum—operationalized as a state
of meaning-deficit, transcendent disconnection, moral disorientation, and spiritual practice
absence—represents a measurable, valid, and theoretically meaningful construct with significant

implications for understanding, assessing, and addressing criminal behavior.

The purpose of this concluding chapter is fivefold. First, it provides a comprehensive
summary of the study, restating the research problem, purpose, methodology, and the
contributions of each chapter to the overall investigation. Second, it synthesizes the key findings
across the three research questions, distilling the essential empirical contributions of this
research. Third, it articulates the contributions to knowledge across theoretical, empirical,
methodological, and practical domains. Fourth, it revisits the implications of findings for diverse
stakeholders—from forensic psychologists and corrections professionals to Christian counselors,
prison chaplains, church leaders, and policymakers. Fifth, it presents recommendations for action

and directions for future research, concluding with personal reflections and a theological vision
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for the redemption of the spiritually vacant offender. Throughout, this chapter maintains the
balance between scholarly rigor and pastoral heart that has characterized this dissertation,
recognizing that the ultimate purpose of this research extends beyond academic contribution to

the transformation of lives and communities affected by criminal behavior.

The organization of this chapter proceeds through ten major sections. Following this
introduction, Section 2 provides a summary of the study. Section 3 presents the summary of key
findings by research question. Section 4 articulates the study's contributions to knowledge.
Section 5 revisits implications for professional practice. Section 6 offers specific
recommendations for various stakeholders. Section 7 presents a call to action grounded in
biblical mandate. Section 8 identifies directions for future research. Section 9 shares personal
reflections on the researcher's journey. Section 10 concludes with final theological thoughts on

hope and redemption for the spiritually vacant offender.

Summary of the Study

Restatement of the Research Problem

The problem addressed by this study was the absence of empirically validated
understanding regarding spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic risk factor and its relationship to the
spiritual-psychiatric phenomena measured by psychopossession theory instruments in forensic
populations. Despite millennia of theological reflection on the spiritual dimensions of human
wickedness—from biblical descriptions of the "hardened heart" to contemporary pastoral
observations of profound spiritual emptiness in those who perpetrate serious harm—mainstream

forensic science has systematically neglected spiritual factors in understanding and predicting
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criminal behavior. This gap limits both theoretical comprehension of criminal behavior and

practical development of spiritually-integrated intervention approaches.

The consequences of this neglect are substantial. Forensic risk assessment instruments
contain no validated measures of spiritual factors—either as risk or protective elements—
resulting in incomplete evaluation that fails to capture dimensions salient to many offenders
themselves. Faith-based correctional programming, while increasingly common, lacks theoretical
frameworks specifying mechanisms of change. The construct of the "hardened heart"—central to
both biblical testimony and psychopossession theory—has remained without empirical
investigation of its developmental antecedents. Most fundamentally, the integration of
theological anthropology with empirical criminology has remained more aspirational than
realized, leaving a significant domain of human experience outside the scope of scientific

investigation.

Purpose and Significance of the Study

The purpose of this quantitative, correlational study was to investigate spiritual vacuum
as a risk factor for criminal behavior by examining relationships between vacuum indicators,
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) placement, and criminal justice outcomes in adult forensic
populations. Five specific objectives guided the research: (a) to develop and validate the Spiritual
Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP) for retrospective assessment of vacuum indicators
from archival case materials; (b) to examine correlational relationships between spiritual vacuum
dimensions and SPE-70/PAP-112 scores in forensic populations; (c) to test the incremental
predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for recidivism outcomes beyond established risk factors;
(d) to identify offense-type differences in spiritual vacuum profiles; and (e) to examine whether

spiritual vacuum mediates the relationship between early life factors and adult SPE placement.
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The significance of this investigation extends across multiple domains. For forensic
psychology, understanding spiritual vacuum as a risk factor enables more comprehensive
offender evaluation. For correctional rehabilitation, identifying vacuum-specific treatment targets
enhances programming effectiveness. For theological scholarship, empirical demonstration of
the vacuum-criminality relationship provides evidence-based support for traditional doctrines
regarding consequences of spiritual emptiness. For criminal justice policy, evidence that spiritual
vacuum constitutes a modifiable risk factor supports investment in faith-based programming as
evidence-based intervention. For church ministry, the findings inform pastoral approaches to
those involved with the criminal justice system. This study thus makes contributions to theory,

assessment, intervention, policy, and ministry simultaneously.

Brief Overview of Methodology

This study employed a quantitative, correlational, retrospective archival design analyzing
comprehensive case file data from N = 600 adult criminal offenders drawn from Department of
Justice databases. The sample was stratified by offense type: violent offenders (n = 240, 40%),
property offenders (n = 180, 30%), sexual offenders (n = 120, 20%), and drug offenders (n = 60,
10%). Primary instruments included the SPE-70 (Pokorny, 2026a), PAP-112 (Pokorny, 2026b),
PCL-R (Hare, 2003), and the newly developed Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-
FCP) measuring four dimensions: Meaning-Deficit, Transcendence Disconnection, Moral
Disorientation, and Spiritual Practice Absence. All instruments demonstrated adequate to
excellent reliability (o = .89 for SV-FCP total; ICC = .88-.91 for inter-rater reliability). Analyses
included Pearson correlations, hierarchical regression, logistic regression, ROC curve analysis,

ANOVA, and mediation analysis using structural equation modeling.
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Summary of Chapter Contributions

Each chapter of this dissertation made distinctive contributions to the overall
investigation. Chapter 1 established the significance of the research problem, articulated the
purpose and research questions, defined key terms, and situated the study within the emerging
field of spiritually-integrated forensic psychology. Chapter 2 provided comprehensive review of
four literature streams: biblical-theological foundations for understanding spiritual vacuum,
psychopossession theory and its empirical validation, criminological theories of criminal
behavior, and research on religion, spirituality, and crime. The literature review demonstrated
that spiritual vacuum represents a theoretically robust construct with biblical grounding,

theoretical coherence, and measurable manifestations.

Chapter 3 articulated the research methodology, providing detailed description of the
quantitative  correlational  design, sampling procedures, instrumentation, variable
operationalization, data collection procedures, and analytical plan. The methodology chapter
established the scientific rigor necessary for credible empirical investigation of spiritual
constructs while acknowledging the inherent challenges and limitations of such research. Chapter
4 presented the quantitative results across all three research questions, documenting support for 8
of 10 hypotheses (80%) and providing extensive statistical documentation of the spiritual
vacuum-SPE-recidivism relationships. Chapter 5 discussed these findings in relation to existing
literature, theoretical implications, practical applications, and limitations, providing the
interpretive framework for understanding what the results mean and why they matter. The
present chapter brings the investigation to completion, synthesizing contributions and

articulating implications for diverse audiences.
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Summary of Key Findings

This section provides a comprehensive synthesis of the empirical findings from this
investigation, organized by research question. The findings are summarized in Table 6.1 for
quick reference, followed by narrative discussion of the core discoveries regarding spiritual

vacuum and criminal behavior.

Table 6.1 Summary of Key Findings by Research Question

Research Question Key Finding Effect Size/Statistic
RQ1: SV-SPE Relationship Significant positive correlation r=.40,p <.001
between SV and SPE

Variance explained in SPE by SV 16.2% (R*=.162)

Unique variance beyond AR?= 187, p <.001

demographics/criminal history

Strongest SV predictor: Moral B=.24,p<.001
Disorientation

RQ2: Predictive Validity Incremental validity for general AAUC =+.029, p <.001
recidivism
Incremental validity for violent AAUC =+.060, p <.001
recidivism

Odds ratio per SD increase in SV OR = 1.46 (46% increase)

Mediation through SPE placement | 23% indirect effect

RQ3: Offense Differences Significant group differences in SV | F(3,596) = 8.42, p <.001, n?>=.041
profiles
Highest SV scores: Violent M =82.14,SD = 18.92
offenders

Clinical SPE threshold (Level 4+) 65% of sample
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Note. SV = Spiritual Vacuum,; SPE = Spectrum of Possession by Evil; AUC = Area Under the Curve.

Research Question 1: Spiritual Vacuum and SPE Placement

The primary finding for Research Question 1 confirmed the theoretical proposition that
spiritual vacuum and spiritual affliction are empirically related constructs in forensic
populations. The significant positive correlation between spiritual vacuum total scores and SPE-
70 total scores (r = .40, p <.001) met the a priori prediction of r > .40, representing a medium-to-
large effect size that explains 16.2% of shared variance between constructs. This correlation
represents the first empirical demonstration of the relationship between spiritual emptiness—the
"empty house" condition described in Scripture—and the progressive spiritual deterioration

measured by the SPE continuum.

Hierarchical regression analyses revealed that spiritual vacuum predicted SPE placement
beyond demographic and criminal history covariates, explaining 18.7% of unique variance (AR?
= .187, p < .001). This incremental contribution indicates that spiritual vacuum captures
something distinct from established criminological predictors—a spiritual dimension not
reducible to age, education, prior offending, or other standard risk factors. Among the four SV
dimensions, Moral Disorientation emerged as the strongest unique predictor of SPE placement (3
= .24, p < .001), followed by Meaning-Deficit (f = .18, p < .001). These findings support the
theoretical integration of the "hardened heart" construct with empirical assessment,
demonstrating that moral disorientation—the absence of transcendent moral grounding—is

particularly associated with elevated spiritual affliction severity.
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Research Question 2: Predictive Validity for Recidivism

Research Question 2 addressed whether spiritual vacuum demonstrates incremental
predictive validity for recidivism beyond established risk factors—a crucial question for forensic
assessment integration. The results confirmed this prediction with significant implications for
practice. For general recidivism (any rearrest within 3 years, observed in 60.3% of the sample),
spiritual vacuum demonstrated significant incremental prediction with an Area Under the Curve
(AUC) improvement of AAUC = +.029 beyond demographic and criminal history variables.
While this increment appears modest in absolute terms, it is statistically significant and
practically meaningful in forensic contexts where even small improvements translate to

consequential differences in classification accuracy and resource allocation.

For violent recidivism specifically (rearrest for violent offense within 3 years, observed
in 42.5% of the sample), spiritual vacuum demonstrated stronger incremental validity with
AAUC = +.060. This increment exceeded the .05 threshold specified in Hypothesis 2b, providing
full support for the prediction that spiritual vacuum contributes unique information for predicting
violence. The stronger relationship with violent recidivism aligns with the theoretical proposition
that the "hardened heart" phenomenon—progressive moral callousness involving dulled
conscience, lost empathy, and increasing capacity for harm without remorse—is particularly
relevant to violence perpetration. The odds ratio of 1.46 indicates that each standard deviation
increase in spiritual vacuum was associated with 46% increased odds of general recidivism,

representing a substantial effect on reoffending risk.

The mediation analysis provided critical theoretical insight: 23% of the spiritual vacuum-
recidivism relationship operates indirectly through SPE placement, with the remaining 77%

reflecting direct effects. This partial mediation pattern supports the dual-pathway model: spiritual
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vacuum influences criminal behavior both directly—through reduced spiritual resources for self-
regulation and diminished transcendent meaning that might otherwise motivate desistance—and
indirectly through facilitation of progression along the SPE continuum, which then manifests in
criminal behavior. This finding has significant intervention implications: addressing spiritual
vacuum may reduce recidivism both directly and by preventing or reversing spiritual

deterioration.

Research Question 3: Offense Type Differences

Research Question 3 examined whether different offense types exhibit distinct spiritual
vacuum profiles, and the findings confirmed theoretically predicted patterns. One-way ANOVA
revealed significant differences across offense categories (F[3, 596] = 8.42, p <.001, n* = .041).
The rank ordering confirmed predictions: violent offenders demonstrated the highest spiritual
vacuum scores (M = 82.14, SD = 18.92), significantly exceeding property offenders (M = 74.18,
SD = 19.23, p < .001) and drug offenders (M = 70.53, SD = 19.87, p < .001). Sexual offenders
showed intermediate scores (M = 77.89, SD = 18.65), significantly higher than drug offenders

but not significantly different from violent offenders.

Dimensional analyses revealed nuanced patterns with important implications. Sexual
offenders showed distinctively elevated Meaning-Deficit and Transcendence Disconnection
dimensions compared to other groups, consistent with the theoretical proposition that sexual
offending involves objectification of others and disconnection from transcendent frameworks
that would imbue all persons with inherent dignity. The Moral Disorientation dimension showed
the strongest differentiation across groups, with violent offenders scoring significantly higher
than all other categories. This pattern suggests that loss of moral grounding—the absence of

stable moral compass anchored in transcendent authority—is particularly relevant to violent

258



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

criminality. These findings inform differentiated assessment and intervention approaches for

different offender populations.

Overall Hypothesis Support

Across the three research questions, 8 of 10 hypotheses (80%) received full statistical
support, with one hypothesis partially supported and one not supported. This high rate of
hypothesis confirmation provides strong validation for the theoretical framework integrating
spiritual vacuum with psychopossession theory and criminological perspectives. The two
hypotheses receiving less than full support involved dimensional specificity predictions
regarding which spiritual vacuum dimensions would correlate most strongly with which SPE
domains—findings that revealed somewhat different patterns than predicted without
undermining the overall theoretical model. The consistency of support across diverse analytical
approaches—correlational, regression, logistic regression, ANOVA, mediation analysis—

provides convergent validity for the spiritual vacuum construct and its forensic relevance.

Contributions to Knowledge

This dissertation makes substantial contributions across theoretical, empirical,
methodological, and practical domains. These contributions represent the first systematic
empirical investigation of spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic factor and establish foundations for
continued research and practice development. Table 6.2 summarizes these contributions,

followed by detailed discussion of each domain.
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Table 6.2 Summary of Contributions to the Field

Domain Contribution

Theoretical Extension of psychopossession theory by identifying
spiritual vacuum as mechanism contributing to SPE

elevation

Development of biopsychosocial-spiritual model of
criminal behavior integrating theological and

criminological perspectives

Empirical First validation of SV-SPE relationship in forensic

populations (r = .40, 16.2% variance)

Demonstration of incremental predictive validity for

recidivism beyond traditional risk factors

Methodological Development and validation of Spiritual Vacuum

Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP; o = .89)

Establishment of retrospective coding protocols for

spiritual constructs from archival materials

Practical Evidence base for integrating spiritual assessment into

forensic evaluation

Theoretical foundation for faith-based correctional

programming design

Theoretical Contributions

The primary theoretical contribution of this dissertation is the extension of
psychopossession theory through identification and empirical validation of spiritual vacuum as a
mechanism contributing to SPE elevation. Prior psychopossession research (Pokorny, 2026a,
2026b, 2026¢) established the SPE model, validated assessment instruments, and demonstrated

forensic applications including strong correlation with psychopathy (r = .70) and predictive
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validity for recidivism (AUC = .67-.71). However, the question of why individuals arrive at
elevated SPE placement—what conditions create vulnerability to spiritual affliction—remained
theoretically specified but empirically unexamined. The present findings provide the first
empirical evidence that spiritual vacuum functions as such a contributing mechanism, supporting
the "empty house" theological construct as a valid framework for understanding spiritual

deterioration.

A second theoretical contribution involves the development of an integrated
biopsychosocial-spiritual model of criminal behavior. Traditional criminological theories have
emphasized biological, psychological, and social factors while neglecting the spiritual domain.
This dissertation demonstrates that spiritual factors—specifically, spiritual vacuum and SPE
placement—provide incremental predictive validity beyond demographic and criminal history
variables reflecting these traditional domains. The integrated model conceptualizes spiritual
vacuum as interacting with biological, psychological, and social risk factors, with vacuum
creating vulnerability to spiritual affliction, reducing resources for moral self-regulation, and
facilitating criminal behavior through both direct and mediated pathways. This model provides a
theoretical framework honoring the complexity of human beings as biological, psychological,

social, and spiritual creatures.

A third theoretical contribution involves the empirical grounding of theological
constructs traditionally considered outside scientific inquiry. The biblical concept of the
"hardened heart," the theological doctrine of progressive sin bondage, and the pastoral
recognition of spiritual emptiness in serious offenders have lacked empirical validation. This
research demonstrates that these constructs can be operationalized, measured with standard

psychometric properties, and examined through rigorous quantitative methods. The observed
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relationships—spiritual vacuum predicting SPE elevation, SPE partially mediating recidivism,
offense types differentiating on spiritual dimensions—provide empirical support for theological
claims regarding the consequences of spiritual emptiness, establishing dialogue between

theological anthropology and empirical criminology.

Empirical Contributions

The empirical contributions of this research are substantial and novel. First, this study
provides the first validation of the spiritual vacuum-SPE relationship in forensic populations.
The correlation of r = .40, explaining 16.2% of shared variance, represents a medium-to-large
effect establishing the empirical connection between spiritual emptiness and spiritual affliction
severity. No prior research has examined this specific relationship using validated instruments in
criminal justice samples. The finding that 65% of the forensic sample scored at clinical SPE
threshold levels (Level 4+, indicating moderate oppression or higher) exceeds the 41% threshold
rate in prior forensic research (Pokorny, 2026¢), revealing the severity of spiritual affliction in

serious offender populations.

Second, this research demonstrates incremental predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for
recidivism outcomes. The finding that spiritual vacuum improves prediction of violent
recidivism by AAUC = +.060 beyond demographic and criminal history variables represents
evidence for the practical utility of spiritual assessment in forensic contexts. Current actuarial
risk instruments contain no spiritual items; this research provides empirical justification for
developing and incorporating such measures. The mediation finding that 23% of the vacuum-
recidivism relationship operates through SPE placement advances understanding of mechanisms

linking spiritual factors to criminal outcomes.
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Third, the offense-type differentiation findings contribute novel empirical knowledge
regarding the spiritual profiles of different offender populations. The finding that violent
offenders show highest spiritual vacuum scores, with sexual offenders showing distinctive
elevation on meaning-deficit and transcendence disconnection specifically, informs both
theoretical understanding and clinical practice. These patterns have not been previously

documented and provide guidance for differentiated assessment and intervention approaches.

Methodological Contributions

The methodological contributions of this dissertation address significant challenges in
operationalizing spiritual constructs for empirical investigation. The development and validation
of the Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP) represents a significant
methodological advance. This 40-item instrument demonstrated excellent total-scale reliability
(o = .89) and adequate subscale reliabilities, with inter-rater reliability exceeding established
thresholds (ICC = .88-.91). The SV-FCP provides a structured protocol for assessing spiritual
vacuum from archival case materials—a capability not previously available in forensic
assessment. While retrospective coding has limitations compared to direct assessment, the
demonstrated reliability establishes feasibility for spiritual assessment from existing

documentation.

The establishment of retrospective coding protocols for spiritual constructs represents a
broader methodological contribution. By demonstrating that spiritual phenomena can be reliably
coded from comprehensive forensic case files, this research opens possibilities for large-scale
archival studies of spiritual factors in criminal behavior. The coding procedures developed,
trained, and validated in this research provide templates for future investigators seeking to

examine spiritual dimensions using existing databases and records.
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Practical Contributions

The practical contributions of this research address identified gaps in forensic assessment,
correctional programming, and faith-based intervention. First, the findings provide an evidence
base for integrating spiritual assessment into comprehensive forensic evaluation. The
incremental predictive validity demonstrated—particularly for violent recidivism—supports
consideration of spiritual factors alongside biological, psychological, and social domains in risk
assessment. Development of brief screening measures based on the SV-FCP could enable routine

spiritual assessment during correctional intake and evaluation.

Second, the theoretical framework and empirical findings provide grounding for faith-
based correctional programming design. Programs can be explicitly designed to address the four
spiritual vacuum dimensions: Meaning-Deficit through exploration of purpose and significance;
Transcendence Disconnection through facilitation of relationship with God; Moral Disorientation
through ethical formation grounded in transcendent authority; and Spiritual Practice Absence
through introduction to spiritual disciplines. The mediation finding suggests that vacuum-
focused programs may reduce recidivism both directly and by preventing spiritual deterioration,

providing theoretical rationale for programming elements.

Third, the offense-type differentiation findings inform targeting of spiritual intervention.
Programs for violent offenders should emphasize moral reorientation given the strong
relationship between Moral Disorientation and violent offending. Programs for sexual offenders
should particularly address meaning and transcendence given the distinctive elevation on these
dimensions. This evidence-based matching of intervention focus to offender spiritual profile

represents a practical advance over undifferentiated programming approaches.
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Implications Revisited

This section revisits and consolidates the implications of findings for diverse professional
audiences, drawing upon the more extensive discussion in Chapter 5 to distill actionable
guidance for practitioners, policymakers, and ministry leaders. The implications extend from
forensic psychology through corrections, Christian counseling, prison chaplaincy, church

leadership, and criminal justice policy.

For Forensic Psychology and Corrections

The implications for forensic psychology are substantial and paradigm-shifting. The
findings support expanding forensic assessment to include systematic spiritual evaluation.
Current risk assessment instruments—the LSI-R, COMPAS, SAVRY, and similar tools—contain
no validated spiritual items despite evidence that spiritual factors predict recidivism beyond
traditional predictors. The demonstrated incremental validity of spiritual vacuum, particularly the
AAUC = +.060 for violent recidivism, provides empirical justification for instrument
development. Forensic psychologists conducting comprehensive evaluations should consider
adding spiritual assessment components, particularly for violent offenders and those presenting

with features suggestive of elevated spiritual affliction.

For corrections professionals, the findings support investment in spiritually-integrated
programming as evidence-based practice rather than merely auxiliary services. The identification
of spiritual vacuum as a modifiable risk factor—theoretically amenable to intervention through
meaning-building, relationship facilitation, moral formation, and spiritual practice
development—provides justification for programming resources. The mediation finding suggests

that programs successfully addressing spiritual vacuum may reduce recidivism both directly and
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by preventing progression along the SPE continuum. Corrections administrators should evaluate
existing programs for vacuum-addressing content and consider enhancement based on the four-

dimension framework.

For Christian Counseling

Christian counselors working with forensic populations should consider assessing
spiritual vacuum as part of comprehensive evaluation using the four-dimension framework. The
finding that spiritual vacuum predicts recidivism beyond established factors indicates that
addressing spiritual emptiness should be a treatment priority, not merely an optional adjunct to
standard interventions. Treatment approaches should explicitly target all four vacuum
dimensions: existential exploration for meaning-deficit, facilitation of divine relationship for
transcendence disconnection, ethical formation for moral disorientation, and introduction to

spiritual disciplines for practice absence.

The mediation finding has particular implications for intervention sequencing. Given that
spiritual vacuum influences outcomes both directly and through SPE elevation, counselors
should attend to both the vacuum condition and resulting spiritual affliction. For clients showing
elevated SPE placement, standard spiritual counseling addressing vacuum may need
supplementation with interventions specifically addressing spiritual affliction, potentially
including deliverance ministry when indicated. The integrated treatment model addresses the
"empty house" problem: spiritual deliverance without spiritual formation leaves clients
vulnerable to reoccupation; addressing vacuum provides the positive spiritual content that

protects against recurrence.
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For Prison Chaplaincy and Ministry

Prison chaplains are uniquely positioned to address spiritual vacuum among incarcerated
populations, and the present findings inform how this ministry can be most effective. The finding
that 65% of the forensic sample scored at clinical SPE threshold levels indicates extensive
spiritual need that chaplaincy is called to address. Chaplaincy care should extend beyond crisis
intervention and religious services to systematic attention to vacuum dimensions. Meaning-
focused conversations exploring purpose and significance, facilitation of relationship with God
through conversion and discipleship, moral formation through Scripture teaching and ethical

guidance, and introduction to spiritual practices all address vacuum components.

Faith-based programming design should explicitly target spiritual vacuum dimensions
with systematic pre- and post-assessment. Programs should include meaning exploration
activities, relationship-building components facilitating conversion and discipleship, moral
formation elements providing scriptural teaching and opportunities for ethical growth, and
spiritual discipline training establishing sustainable practices. The deliverance ministry
implications of elevated SPE placement in forensic populations warrant careful consideration:
chaplains should be prepared to recognize spiritual affliction and respond appropriately,
potentially through training, protocol development, and collaboration with qualified
practitioners. Any deliverance ministry should be integrated with ongoing discipleship to prevent

the "empty house" phenomenon.

For Church Leaders and Congregations

Church leaders bear responsibility for both prevention and remediation of spiritual

vacuum. The present findings support church investment in prevention strategies addressing
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spiritual vacuum before criminal involvement develops. Youth ministry programs should
intentionally cultivate meaning, relationship with God, moral formation, and spiritual practices—
not merely religious activity but deep spiritual development that fills potential vacuum with
substantive content. At-risk youth showing early signs of vacuum represent priorities for
intensive discipleship intervention. Family ministry programs should equip parents to foster
spiritual development in children, reducing likelihood of vacuum development. Community

outreach should extend to high-risk neighborhoods where spiritual resources may be scarce.

For congregations, the findings inform ministry to formerly incarcerated individuals. The
"empty house" warning applies directly: ex-offenders lacking ongoing spiritual community face
elevated relapse risk. Churches should provide welcoming reception overcoming stigma,
mentoring relationships providing accountability, meaningful involvement including service
opportunities addressing meaning-deficit, continued spiritual formation, and practical support for
reentry challenges. Churches partnering with prison ministries can establish relationships before
release, facilitating continuity of care through transition. The goal is filling the spiritual vacuum
with substantive content—relationship with God and community—that protects against

recidivism and promotes flourishing.

For Criminal Justice Policy

The findings have significant implications for criminal justice policy at local, state, and
federal levels. First, the evidence that spiritual vacuum constitutes a modifiable risk factor
supports policy investment in faith-based programming as evidence-based intervention. The
incremental predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for recidivism—particularly violent
recidivism—provides justification for allocating correctional resources to programming

addressing spiritual factors. Current policy trends emphasizing evidence-based practice should
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recognize spiritual interventions as meeting evidentiary standards when properly designed and

evaluated.

Second, the findings support policy attention to constitutional boundaries around
religious programming in correctional settings. The evidence for effectiveness should inform
development of approaches that address spiritual vacuum while respecting establishment clause
concerns and individual religious liberty. Voluntary faith-based programming, neutral chaplaincy
serving diverse traditions, and partnerships with community religious organizations all represent
policy mechanisms for addressing spiritual factors within constitutional constraints. Third, the
findings support policy investment in reentry programming addressing spiritual continuity.
Given evidence that spiritual vacuum predicts recidivism, reentry policies should facilitate
connection to faith communities, continuation of spiritual practices developed during

incarceration, and mentorship relationships bridging the transition.

Recommendations

Building upon the implications discussed above, this section presents specific
recommendations for various stakeholder groups. Table 6.3 provides a summary organized by

audience, followed by detailed recommendations for each group.
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Table 6.3 Summary of Recommendations by Audience

Audience Key Recommendations

Forensic Psychologists 1. Incorporate spiritual assessment components into

comprehensive evaluations

2. Develop and validate brief screening measures for

spiritual vacuum

Corrections Professionals 1. Evaluate existing programs for vacuum-addressing

content

2. Develop programming explicitly targeting the four

SV dimensions

Christian Counselors 1. Assess spiritual vacuum using the four-dimension

framework

2. Address vacuum alongside spiritual affliction in

integrated treatment

Prison Chaplains 1. Extend chaplaincy beyond services to systematic

vacuum assessment

2. Develop protocols for recognizing and responding to

elevated SPE

Church Leaders 1. Invest in prevention through youth spiritual

formation

2. Develop robust reintegration ministry for returning

citizens

Policymakers 1. Recognize faith-based programming as evidence-

based practice

2. Fund research on spiritually-integrated corrections

approaches
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For Forensic Psychologists and Corrections Professionals

Forensic psychologists should begin incorporating spiritual assessment components into
comprehensive forensic evaluations, particularly for violent offenders where spiritual vacuum
demonstrated strongest predictive validity. This can be implemented through structured
interview questions addressing the four vacuum dimensions, review of religious/spiritual history,
and attention to spiritual indicators in existing documentation. Development of standardized
measures—building upon the SV-FCP—should be prioritized for routine clinical use.
Psychologists should collaborate with chaplains and faith-based program staff to develop referral

protocols and integrated treatment approaches.

Corrections professionals should evaluate existing programming portfolios for content
addressing spiritual vacuum dimensions and develop or enhance programs accordingly.
Programming should include explicit meaning exploration components (purpose workshops,
vocational calling discussions, significance-building activities), transcendence facilitation
(religious services, spiritual direction, conversion support), moral formation (ethics education,
Scripture-based moral teaching, virtue development), and spiritual practice training (prayer
instruction, meditation, spiritual disciplines). Assessment should occur at program entry and
completion to monitor vacuum change. Staff training should address recognition of spiritual

vacuum indicators and appropriate response, including referral to specialized spiritual services.

For Christian Counselors and Therapists
Christian counselors should implement routine spiritual vacuum assessment as part of
intake evaluation for clients with criminal justice involvement. The four-dimension framework

provides structure: assess meaning presence and search, quality of relationship with God, moral
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grounding and ethical reasoning, and engagement in spiritual practices. Treatment planning
should explicitly address identified vacuum areas through appropriate interventions. For
meaning-deficit, employ logotherapy-informed approaches, vocational exploration, and purpose
discovery within Christian framework. For transcendence disconnection, facilitate conversion
where appropriate, address barriers to divine relationship (shame, anger, religious trauma), and
support deepening of relationship through prayer, Scripture, and spiritual direction. For moral
disorientation, provide ethical formation through didactic teaching, moral exemplars, Scripture
study, and guided ethical reflection. For spiritual practice absence, introduce and establish

sustainable disciplines appropriate to client's tradition and development level.

Counselors should be prepared to address elevated SPE placement that may accompany
spiritual vacuum. Training in discernment of spiritual conditions enables appropriate response:
standard spiritual counseling for lower SPE levels, more intensive spiritual intervention for
elevated levels. Collaboration with qualified deliverance ministry practitioners may be
appropriate for highest SPE cases, with counselors providing ongoing support and discipleship.
The integration of vacuum-focused treatment with affliction-specific intervention addresses both

contributing factors and current spiritual state.

For Prison Chaplains and Faith-Based Program Staff

Prison chaplains should advocate for expanded chaplaincy services addressing spiritual
vacuum systematically rather than solely providing crisis response and religious services.
Assessment tools should be developed for correctional contexts, potentially adapting the SV-FCP
for interview administration. Chaplains should partner with mental health staff to develop

protocols for integrated biopsychosocial-spiritual care. Programming should be designed or
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enhanced to explicitly address vacuum dimensions with measurable objectives and outcome

evaluation.

Deliverance ministry considerations warrant careful attention given the elevated SPE
rates observed. Chaplains should receive training in discernment of spiritual conditions and
appropriate response within correctional constraints. Protocols should be developed for
deliverance ministry in institutional settings, addressing safety, documentation, and follow-up.
Any deliverance intervention must be integrated with ongoing discipleship to prevent the "empty
house" phenomenon—spiritual deliverance without formation leaves individuals vulnerable.
Collaboration with community churches and ministries should establish relationships supporting

continuity through reentry.

For Church Leaders

Church leaders should evaluate current ministry programming for attention to spiritual
vacuum prevention. Youth ministry should intentionally cultivate meaning, transcendence, moral
formation, and spiritual practices with depth beyond surface religious activity. Early warning
systems should identify at-risk youth showing vacuum indicators for intensive discipleship.
Parent education should equip families to foster children's spiritual development. Community

outreach should extend spiritual resources to high-risk populations lacking church connection.

For reintegration ministry, churches should develop comprehensive programs supporting
returning citizens. Welcome teams should facilitate initial connection overcoming stigma.
Mentorship programs should pair returning citizens with mature believers for sustained support
and accountability. Meaningful involvement in service and ministry should address meaning-

deficit. Continued spiritual formation through groups, classes, and spiritual direction should
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deepen vacuum-filling content. Practical support (housing, employment, transportation) should
address reentry barriers that can undermine spiritual progress. Partnership with prison ministries

should establish relationships before release for continuity of care.

For Policymakers

Policymakers at state and federal levels should recognize faith-based correctional
programming as evidence-based practice warranting resource allocation. The demonstrated
predictive validity of spiritual vacuum for recidivism—and by extension, the potential for
vacuum-addressing intervention to reduce recidivism—meets standards for evidence-based
practice when programs are properly designed and evaluated. Funding should support both direct

programming and research evaluating program effectiveness.

Policy development should address constitutional frameworks for faith-based
programming in corrections. Approaches that respect establishment clause concerns while
enabling spiritual intervention include: voluntary programming with secular alternatives; neutral
chaplaincy serving diverse religious traditions; partnerships with community religious
organizations providing programming in institutional settings; support for religious practice
rights of incarcerated individuals. Research funding should support development and validation
of spiritual assessment instruments suitable for correctional contexts, evaluation of faith-based
program effectiveness using rigorous designs, and investigation of mechanisms by which
spiritual programming affects outcomes. The evidence base will strengthen as additional research

accumulates.
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Call to Action

The findings of this dissertation issue a call to action that transcends academic
contribution. The demonstration that spiritual vacuum—a condition of existential emptiness,
divine disconnection, moral disorientation, and spiritual practice absence—functions as a
criminogenic risk factor with measurable impact on recidivism compels response from all who
are called to care for the spiritually impoverished and those affected by crime. This section
presents that call, grounded in biblical mandate and informed by the empirical evidence

developed through this research.

The Church's Responsibility to the Incarcerated

Scripture is unambiguous regarding the church's responsibility to those who are
imprisoned. In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus describes the final judgment where the nations are
separated based on their response to "the least of these." Among the criteria: "I was in prison and
you came to visit me" (Matthew 25:36, NIV). The response of the righteous reveals their
surprise: "When did we see you... in prison and go to visit you?" (v. 39). Jesus' answer
establishes the theological foundation for prison ministry: "Whatever you did for one of the least
of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me" (v. 40). Ministry to the incarcerated is not
optional Christian service—it is constitutive of authentic discipleship, distinguishing those who

inherit the kingdom from those who do not.

The Letter to the Hebrews reinforces this mandate: "Continue to remember those in
prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you
yourselves were suffering" (Hebrews 13:3, NIV). The church is called to identification with the

imprisoned—not condescending charity from comfortable distance, but solidarity that enters into
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their suffering. This empathic identification—"as if you were together with them"—reflects the
incarnational pattern of Christ himself, who entered into human suffering to bring redemption.

The church that neglects the incarcerated neglects its Lord and fails in its most basic calling.

The findings of this dissertation reveal the spiritual condition of those to whom this
ministry is directed. The discovery that 65% of serious offenders score at clinical threshold
levels of spiritual affliction—indicating at minimum moderate oppression on the SPE
continuum—reveals the depth of spiritual need in correctional populations. The correlation
between spiritual vacuum and this affliction confirms what pastoral experience has long
suggested: those who commit serious crimes often exist in profound spiritual emptiness,
disconnected from transcendent meaning, alienated from God, morally disoriented, and absent
the practices that sustain spiritual health. This is the population to which Christ directs the

church's attention.

The Urgent Need for Spiritually-Informed Corrections

The current state of correctional practice fails to address the spiritual dimensions of
criminal behavior that this research documents. Despite evidence that spiritual factors predict
recidivism beyond traditional predictors, forensic risk assessment instruments contain no
spiritual items. Despite extensive religious identification among incarcerated populations (over
80% identifying with religious traditions), correctional programming rarely integrates spiritual
dimensions systematically. Despite growing recognition of faith-based programming's potential,
such programs remain marginal to correctional operations rather than central to rehabilitation
strategy. The result is a corrections system that addresses biological, psychological, and social
factors while ignoring the spiritual domain that, for many offenders, is most salient to their

condition and most relevant to their transformation.
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The urgency of this situation is underscored by outcomes. Recidivism rates remain
stubbornly high—over 60% in the present sample, consistent with national statistics showing
two-thirds of released prisoners rearrested within three years. Traditional correctional
approaches, while producing modest reductions, have not solved the recidivism problem. The
present findings suggest why: by ignoring spiritual vacuum, corrections leaves unaddressed a
significant contributing factor to criminal behavior. The "empty house" remains empty, swept
clean perhaps by behavioral programming but lacking the positive content that would protect
against reoccupation. Jesus' warning applies: "When an impure spirit comes out of a person, it
goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, 'l will return to the house
I left." When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. Then it goes
and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And
the final condition of that person is worse than the first" (Matthew 12:43-45, NIV). Correctional
programming that achieves behavioral change without spiritual transformation may produce

precisely this pattern.

The call, therefore, is for fundamental reorientation of correctional practice to include
spiritual dimensions as integral rather than peripheral. This requires developing validated
spiritual assessment tools for correctional use, training corrections staff in spiritual factors and
appropriate response, designing and implementing vacuum-addressing programming as core
rehabilitation strategy, establishing partnerships between corrections systems and faith
communities, and creating research infrastructure to evaluate spiritual programming
effectiveness. The evidence base developed through this dissertation provides justification and

direction for this reorientation.
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Hope for Transformation and Redemption

The call to action is grounded not only in mandate but in hope. The Christian gospel
proclaims that no one is beyond redemption—that the God who raises the dead can transform
even the most hardened heart. The empirical findings of this dissertation, while documenting the
severity of spiritual affliction in offender populations, simultaneously point to hope: if spiritual
vacuum contributes to criminal behavior, then filling that vacuum through spiritual
transformation can reduce criminal behavior. The significant relationships between spiritual

factors and recidivism imply that intervention addressing those factors can affect outcomes.

The theological resources for this transformation are substantial. Regeneration—the
Spirit's work of bringing spiritually dead persons to life (Ephesians 2:1-5)—directly addresses
the vacuum condition by establishing divine relationship and new spiritual identity.
Sanctification—the progressive transformation into Christ's likeness (2 Corinthians 3:18)—
continues the filling process through ongoing growth. The means of grace—Word, sacrament,
prayer, fellowship—provide the spiritual practices that sustain transformation. The faith
community provides the relational context in which transformation occurs and is maintained.
The resources exist; the question is whether the church will deploy them to the incarcerated

population where they are so desperately needed.

The vision is of transformed lives—offenders whose spiritual vacuum is filled with
divine presence, whose hardened hearts are made new, whose moral confusion gives way to
Spirit-guided conscience, whose spiritual practices sustain ongoing growth. This transformation
benefits not only the offender but victims spared future harm, communities made safer, families
restored, and a society enriched by returning citizens who contribute rather than harm. The cost

of inaction—continued high recidivism, additional victims, ongoing cycles of incarceration—
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exceeds the investment required for spiritually-informed corrections. The call is to action that

transforms this vision into reality.

Directions for Future Research
The present dissertation represents a foundational investigation that opens multiple
avenues for continued research. This section identifies priority research directions that would

extend, refine, and apply the findings developed here.

Priority Research Areas

Several research priorities emerge from this dissertation's findings and limitations. First,
development and validation of direct-assessment measures of spiritual vacuum should
complement the retrospective SV-FCP. Self-report instruments, structured interview protocols,
and observer-rating scales would enable assessment in clinical contexts where archival materials
are unavailable. Psychometric evaluation should include convergent validity with established
spirituality measures, discriminant validity from related constructs, and factor analysis

confirming dimensional structure.

Second, prospective longitudinal research should examine the temporal sequencing of
spiritual vacuum, SPE elevation, and criminal behavior. The cross-sectional design of the present
study cannot confirm that vacuum precedes and contributes to affliction and criminality as
theorized. Longitudinal designs following individuals from adolescence through adulthood could
establish whether spiritual vacuum predicts subsequent SPE elevation and criminal involvement,
providing stronger evidence for causal claims. Such research could identify critical periods when

vacuum develops and intervention might be most effective.
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Third, intervention research should evaluate programming designed to address spiritual
vacuum dimensions. Randomized controlled trials comparing vacuum-focused programming to
standard interventions could establish causal effects on recidivism. Component analysis could
identify which vacuum dimensions are most important to address and which intervention
elements are most effective. Mediation analysis within intervention studies could confirm
whether vacuum reduction mediates recidivism reduction as theorized. This research would

provide the evidence base for evidence-based spiritual programming in corrections.

Longitudinal Studies

Longitudinal research designs represent a particularly important direction given the
limitations of cross-sectional methodology. Several specific longitudinal studies are indicated.
First, a developmental study following at-risk youth from early adolescence through young
adulthood could examine the development of spiritual vacuum over time, identify risk and
protective factors predicting vacuum development, and trace pathways from childhood
experiences through vacuum to delinquency and crime. This research would inform prevention

strategy by identifying when and how spiritual vacuum develops.

Second, a correctional cohort study following offenders from incarceration through
release and community reentry could examine whether vacuum change during incarceration
predicts post-release outcomes. Offenders participating in vacuum-addressing programming
could be compared to those receiving standard programming on both vacuum change and
recidivism. This design would provide evidence regarding whether vacuum reduction during

incarceration translates to reduced reoffending—a crucial question for program investment.
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Third, a multigenerational study examining spiritual vacuum transmission across
generations could illuminate family processes contributing to vacuum development. If spiritual
emptiness is transmitted through family socialization, intervention with parents might prevent
vacuum development in children. Understanding intergenerational dynamics would inform both

prevention and family-focused intervention strategies.

Intervention Research

Intervention research should proceed through a systematic program of development and
evaluation. Initial phases should involve manualization of vacuum-addressing interventions
based on the four-dimension framework, with detailed session guides, facilitator training
protocols, and fidelity measures. Pilot testing should refine procedures and establish preliminary
effectiveness. Randomized controlled trials with adequate sample sizes should then test
effectiveness, comparing vacuum-focused programming to both no-treatment control and

standard programming comparison conditions.

Research should examine moderators of intervention effectiveness: for whom does
vacuum-focused programming work best? The present finding of offense-type differences
suggests that different offender populations may benefit differently from dimension-specific
interventions. Research should test whether matching intervention focus to offender profile (e.g.,
moral formation emphasis for violent offenders, meaning-building for sexual offenders)
enhances effectiveness compared to generic programming. Mediator analysis should confirm that

interventions work through vacuum reduction as intended.

Replication across diverse contexts should establish generalizability. Research should

extend to juvenile populations, female offenders, international contexts, and diverse correctional
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settings (prisons, jails, community corrections). Cultural and religious adaptation research should
examine how vacuum-addressing programming can be implemented respectfully across diverse
religious traditions while maintaining effectiveness. The ultimate goal is a well-validated

intervention approach that can be disseminated widely as evidence-based correctional practice.

Personal Reflections

This concluding section offers personal reflections on the researcher's journey through
this dissertation, acknowledging the transformative insights gained through sustained
engagement with the spiritual dimensions of criminal behavior. Consistent with the reflexive
practice appropriate to qualitative research traditions, this section acknowledges my positionality
while recognizing that quantitative methodology typically does not require such disclosure. I
offer these reflections not as methodological necessity but as testimony to the impact of this

research on my own understanding and calling.

The Researcher's Journey

This dissertation emerged from the intersection of my vocational commitments as a
Christian counselor and my academic training in forensic psychology. For years I had observed a
phenomenon that troubled me: the most serious offenders with whom I worked exhibited a
spiritual condition that clinical categories failed to capture. Terms like "antisocial personality
disorder" and "psychopathy" described patterns but missed what I sensed in those encounters—
the presence of something deeper, a profound spiritual emptiness that seemed to precede and
enable their harmful behavior. The development of psychopossession theory by Pokorny (2026a,

2026b, 2026c) provided a framework for understanding what I had observed, and this
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dissertation represents my attempt to extend that framework by examining spiritual vacuum as a

specific mechanism.

The journey through this research has been intellectually demanding, requiring
integration of disciplines—theology, psychology, criminology—that rarely communicate with
each other. Navigating between biblical-theological reasoning and quantitative methodology
required constant attention to translation across paradigms. I found that spiritual constructs could
indeed be operationalized and measured, that correlations between spiritual factors and criminal
outcomes could be detected and quantified, that theological claims could receive empirical
examination. This discovery was both humbling—recognizing the limits of what quantitative
methods can capture of spiritual realities—and encouraging—seeing that empirical investigation
could contribute meaningfully to understanding phenomena long relegated to the realm of faith

alone.

Transformative Insights

Several insights gained through this research have transformed my understanding and
practice. First, the extent of spiritual affliction in serious offender populations exceeded my
expectations. Finding that 65% of the sample scored at clinical SPE threshold levels—indicating
at minimum moderate oppression—was sobering. This finding reframes how I understand the
populations with whom I work: not merely individuals with psychological disorders or social
deficits, but persons experiencing profound spiritual disturbance requiring spiritual intervention.
Clinical approaches that ignore this dimension address symptoms while missing the underlying

condition.
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Second, the mediation finding that spiritual vacuum influences outcomes both directly
and through SPE elevation has practical implications I continue to process. If vacuum contributes
to affliction, then addressing vacuum is not only good in itself but potentially preventive of
worse spiritual deterioration. The timing of intervention matters: addressing vacuum early may
prevent progression along the SPE continuum. Conversely, for those already at elevated SPE
levels, addressing vacuum remains important but may need supplementation with interventions
specifically targeting spiritual affliction. This understanding shapes how 1 sequence and

prioritize treatment components.

Third, the offense-type differentiation findings have refined my approach to different
offender populations. Understanding that violent offenders show particular elevation on Moral
Disorientation while sexual offenders show distinctive patterns on Meaning-Deficit and
Transcendence Disconnection enables tailored intervention. I now assess these specific
dimensions and target interventions accordingly rather than applying generic spiritual
programming to all clients. This evidence-based individualization represents a significant

advance in my clinical practice.

Finally, this research has deepened my conviction regarding the church's calling to the
incarcerated. The empirical demonstration that spiritual factors matter—that vacuum predicts
recidivism, that 65% of serious offenders show clinical spiritual affliction—strengthens the case
for church engagement with correctional populations. This is not soft-hearted sentiment but hard
evidence: spiritual condition matters for criminal outcomes, and the church possesses
resources—the gospel, the Spirit, the community of faith—that address spiritual condition
directly. The call to visit those in prison (Matthew 25:36) is not merely moral obligation but

strategic deployment of resources to where they are most needed and most effective.
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Final Thoughts

Concluding Theological Reflection

This dissertation has traveled from biblical foundations through empirical investigation to
practical application, seeking to understand the spiritual dimensions of criminal behavior and the
phenomenon of the "spiritually vacant offender." The journey has confirmed what theological
reflection has long proposed: spiritual condition matters profoundly for human behavior, and the
absence of transcendent meaning, divine relationship, moral grounding, and spiritual practice
creates vulnerability to progressive deterioration manifesting in harmful behavior toward self and
others. The "hardened heart" described in Scripture corresponds to measurable phenomena in
forensic populations—callousness, lack of empathy, absence of remorse, moral corruption—that

emerge from and perpetuate spiritual emptiness.

The theological framework that has guided this research affirms that human beings are
created in the image of God for relationship with God and others, for meaningful contribution to
divine purposes, for moral agency exercised in accordance with transcendent truth, and for
spiritual practices that sustain connection with the divine. When these elements are absent—
when the house is empty—the conditions are created for the progressive spiritual deterioration
that this research has documented. The "empty house" parable (Matthew 12:43-45; Luke 11:24-
26) speaks directly to this condition: reformation without transformation leaves individuals
vulnerable to worse outcomes. Addressing behavior without addressing spiritual vacuum sweeps

the house clean without filling it, inviting reoccupation by worse affliction.

At the same time, the theological framework affirms hope. The God who creates is also

the God who redeems. The same Word that speaks judgment on the hardened heart speaks
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promise of transformation: "I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove
from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 36:26, NIV). The gospel
proclaimed throughout Scripture announces that no one is beyond redemption—not the violent
offender, not the sexual predator, not the hardened recidivist. The Spirit who raised Christ from
the dead can bring life to the spiritually dead (Romans 8:11; Ephesians 2:1-5). The community of
faith can receive and support the returning citizen. The resources exist for transformation of the

spiritually vacant offender—the question is whether they will be deployed.

The Hope of Redemption for the Spiritually Vacant Offender

The spiritually vacant offender—empty of transcendent meaning, disconnected from
God, morally disoriented, absent spiritual practices, manifesting the "hardened heart" in callous
and harmful behavior—represents both a profound challenge and a remarkable opportunity. The
challenge is substantial: these are often the most resistant to change, the most likely to reoffend,
the most costly to victims and communities. Traditional interventions have achieved limited
success. The spiritual dimension, long neglected in forensic practice, represents unexplored

territory for systematic intervention.

Yet the opportunity is equally substantial. If spiritual vacuum contributes to criminal
behavior—as this research demonstrates—then addressing spiritual vacuum can reduce criminal
behavior. If meaning, transcendence, moral grounding, and spiritual practice serve as protective
factors, then cultivating these factors serves both individual transformation and public safety.
The church possesses resources uniquely suited to this task: the gospel that transforms, the Spirit
that empowers, the community that supports, the practices that sustain. These resources,
deployed to the spiritually vacant offender, offer hope for the transformation that secular

approaches have failed to achieve.
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The vision is of the spiritually vacant offender whose vacuum is filled—with purpose
discovered in relationship with God and service to others; with transcendence restored through
conversion and ongoing communion with the divine; with moral clarity grounded in truth
revealed in Scripture and applied through Spirit-guided conscience; with spiritual practices that
maintain connection and sustain growth. This transformation benefits the offender, spares
potential victims, restores broken families, strengthens communities, and glorifies God who
alone accomplishes such redemption. The empirical findings of this dissertation provide
evidence that spiritual factors matter; the theological resources of the Christian tradition provide
the means for transformation; the mandate of Christ provides the motivation for action. What

remains is the church's response to the call.

Closing Statement

This dissertation has examined spiritual vacuum as a risk factor for criminal behavior
through the psychopossession framework, demonstrating significant relationships between
spiritual emptiness, spiritual affliction, and criminal outcomes in a sample of N = 600 adult
offenders. The findings—an SV-SPE correlation of r = .40; incremental predictive validity for
violent recidivism (AAUC = +.060); 65% of the sample at clinical SPE threshold; offense-type
differentiation confirming theoretical predictions; 80% hypothesis support rate—provide the first
empirical validation of spiritual vacuum as a criminogenic factor and the first extension of
psychopossession theory to examine mechanisms of spiritual deterioration in forensic

populations.

The contributions span theoretical, empirical, methodological, and practical domains. The
spiritual vacuum construct is now validated for forensic application. The SV-FCP provides a

reliable instrument for assessing vacuum from archival materials. The biopsychosocial-spiritual
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model offers an integrated framework for understanding criminal behavior that honors both
empirical criminology and theological anthropology. The findings inform assessment,
intervention, policy, and ministry across multiple stakeholder groups. Future research can build
upon this foundation through longitudinal studies, intervention evaluation, and continued

instrument development.

Ultimately, this research serves a purpose beyond academic contribution. The spiritually
vacant offender is a person created in God's image, fallen but not beyond redemption, empty but
capable of being filled, hardened but not beyond the transforming power of the gospel. To this
person—and to the millions like them in prisons, jails, and communities around the world—the
church is called. "I was in prison and you came to visit me" (Matthew 25:36). May this
dissertation contribute to that visitation, informing those who visit with understanding of the
spiritual condition they encounter and equipping them with evidence-based approaches to the
transformation that only God can accomplish. To that end—the redemption of the spiritually

vacant offender for the glory of God and the good of all—this research is dedicated.
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APPENDIX A: SPE-70 Assessment Instrument
Spectrum of Possession by Evil

Clinical Assessment Form

Copyright © 2026 by Laszlo Pokorny

All Rights Reserved

For clinical and research use only.

Unauthorized reproduction prohibited.

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Client Name: Case ID:

Date of Birth: Age:

Date of Assessment: Gender:
Assessor Name: Credentials:
Denomination/Tradition: Referral Source:

SECTION B: INSTRUCTIONS
This assessment measures placement along the Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE), a seven-
level continuum from ordinary sin to complete possession. Please read each statement carefully

and rate how accurately it describes your experience over the PAST 3 MONTHS.

RATING SCALE:
0 = Never / Not at all

1 = Rarely / Slightly

309




2 = Sometimes / Moderately

3 = Often / Considerably

4 = Always / Extremely

IMPORTANT GUIDELINES:

THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

» Answer honestly based on your actual experience, not how you think you should respond

* There are no "right" or "wrong" answers

» If uncertain between two options, choose the one that best reflects your typical experience

» Complete all items; do not skip any questions

* This assessment should be administered under the supervision of a trained clinician or pastor

SECTION C: ASSESSMENT ITEMS

DOMAIN 1: THOUGHT LIFE (Items 1-10)

Item

0

1

1. I experience
intrusive
thoughts that
feel foreign to
my own

thinking.

(]

(]

2.1 have
recurring

blasphemous
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or sacrilegious
thoughts that

disturb me.

3. My mind is O O O O (|
flooded with
thoughts of
hopelessness
about my
spiritual

condition.

4. I experience O O O O (|
persistent
thoughts
urging me
toward
harmful

behaviors.

5. Thave O O O O (|
difficulty
concentrating
during prayer
or Scripture

reading.
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6. I experience O | O (] (|
thoughts that
mock or

ridicule my

faith.

7. My mind O O O O (|

feels clouded
or confused
when trying to
focus on
spiritual

matters.

&. I have O O O O O

recurring
thoughts
suggesting
God has
abandoned

me.

9. I experience O O O O (]

sudden,
intense mental

attacks during
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worship or

prayer.

10. I have O O O O (|
thoughts that I
cannot control
despite my

efforts to stop

them.

DOMAIN 2: BEHAVIORAL PATTERNS (Items 11-20)

Item 0 1 2 3 4

11. T engage in O O O O O
sinful behaviors
that I previously

had victory over.

12. 1 feel O O O O O
compelled to
perform actions
that violate my
moral

convictions.

13. T experience O O O O O

loss of control
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over specific
behaviors
despite my

desire to stop.

14. I engage in
self-destructive
behaviors
without
understanding

why.

15. I find myself
drawn to
activities I know
are spiritually

harmful.

16. I experience
sudden outbursts
of anger or rage
that seem

disproportionate.

17. I engage in
deceptive

behaviors that

(| (| O
(| (| O
(| (| O
(| (| O
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are out of

character for me.

18. I have
difficulty
maintaining
spiritual
disciplines I
previously

practiced.

19. I find myself
breaking
promises or
commitments I

have made.

20. I engage in
behaviors that
damage
important

relationships.

DOMAIN 3: SPIRITUAL LIFE (Items 21-30)

Item

0

1

21.1feel a

O

(|
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strong
aversion to
prayer, even

when [ want to

pray.

22.1
experience
discomfort or
distress when
reading

Scripture.

23. 1 feel
disconnected
from God
despite my
desire for
relationship

with Him.

24.1
experience
intense
spiritual

dryness that
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persists
despite

spiritual effort.

25. 1 feel O O O O (]
resistance to
attending
church or
Christian

gatherings.

26. I have O O O O (|
difficulty
receiving
communion or
participating

1n sacraments.

27.1 O O O O (]
experience
doubts about
foundational
Christian
truths I
previously

believed.
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28. 1 feel O O O O (|
spiritually
paralyzed or
unable to grow

in my faith.

29. 1 sense a O O O O O

barrier
between
myself and
God that I
cannot

overcome.

30. I have lost O O O O O

interest in
spiritual
activities that
previously

brought me

joy.

DOMAIN 4: RELATIONAL DYNAMICS (Items 31-40)

Item 0 1 2 3 4

31.1 O O (| (] (|
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experience
increasing
isolation from
Christian

community.

32. T have O O O O O

difficulty
trusting
spiritual
leaders or

mentors.

33. 1 feel O O O (] (|
inexplicable
hostility
toward certain

Christians.

34. My O O O O (]
relationships
with family
members have
deteriorated

significantly.

35. 1 avoid O O O O O
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accountability
relationships
or spiritual

friendships.

36.1
experience
conflict in
relationships
that I cannot

resolve.

37. 1 feel
misunderstood
or rejected by
my faith

community.

38. T have
difficulty
being honest
with others
about my
spiritual

struggles.

39. I sense that
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others are
spiritually
discerning
something
troubling

about me.

40. My closest
relationships
are
characterized
by increasing

turmoil.

DOMAIN 5: PHYSICAL MANIFESTATIONS (Items 41-50)

Item

0

1

2

41.1
experience
unexplained
physical
symptoms
without

medical cause.

O

O

O

42.1 have
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unusual
physical
sensations
during prayer
or spiritual

activities.

43.1
experience
sleep
disturbances
including
nightmares
with spiritual

themes.

44. 1 feel
physical
oppression or
heaviness with
no medical

explanation.

45.1
experience

sudden
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physical
reactions in
church or
during

worship.

46. 1 have O O O O O

unexplained
changes in my
physical
appearance
noticed by

others.

47.1 O O O (] (|

experience
physical
manifestations
when exposed
to sacred
objects or

places.

48. 1 have O O O (] (|
changes in my

voice or
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speech
patterns that
seem

involuntary.

49.1
experience
unusual
physical
strength or
weakness at
unexpected

times.

50. I have
physical
symptoms that
intensify
during
spiritual

intervention.

DOMAIN 6: DEGREE OF CONTROL (Items 51-60)

Item

0

1

51. 1 feel that

O

O
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something
outside myself
influences my

decisions.

52.1 O O O (| (|

experience
periods where
I do not feel
fully in control

of my actions.

53. 1 have O O O O O

moments
where I feel
like a different
person

entirely.

54.1 O O O O (|
experience
blackouts or
memory gaps [
cannot

explain.

55. 1 feel that | O O O O
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my will is
being
overridden by
an external

force.

56. 1 have O O O O O

difficulty
asserting my
own desires
against certain

impulses.

57.1 O O O (| (|

experience a
sense of being
watched or
monitored by
an unseen

presence.

58. I feel that O O O O O
something is
speaking
through me at

times.
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59.1 Ol (| O (| O

experience
periods of
altered
consciousness
or

dissociation.

60. I sense an O O O O O

internal
struggle for
control of my
thoughts and

actions.

DOMAIN 7: RESPONSE TO SPIRITUAL INTERVENTION (Items 61-70)

Item 0 1 2 3 4
61.1 O O O O (|
experience
increased

distress when
others pray for

me.

62. 1 have O O O O O
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difficulty
speaking the
name of Jesus

in prayer.

63. I react O O O (| (|
negatively to
anointing with
oil or laying

on of hands.

64.1 O O O O (|
experience
agitation or
distress when
Scripture is

read aloud.

65. I feel O O O O O
compelled to
leave during
worship
services or
prayer

meetings.

66. 1 O O O (| (|
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experience
physical or
emotional
reactions
during
deliverance

prayer.

67. 1 have O O O O O

difficulty
confessing
specific sins
even when |

want to.

68.1 O O O (| (|
experience
resistance to
renouncing
past occult

involvement.

69. I notice O O O O O
intensification
of symptoms

when spiritual
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intervention is

attempted.

70. 1 O O (| (| (|
experience
relief followed
by returning
Ssymptoms
after prayer

ministry.

SECTION D: SCORING SUMMARY

Domain Raw Score (0-40) Weighted Score

1. Thought Life (Items 1-10)

2. Behavioral Patterns (Items

11-20)

3. Spiritual Life (Items 21-30)

4. Relational Dynamics (Items

31-40)

5. Physical Manifestations

(Items 41-50)

6. Degree of Control (Items

51-60)

7. Response to Spiritual

330




THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Intervention (Items 61-70)

TOTAL SCORE

SECTION E: SCORING GUIDE & INTERPRETATION
Item Weight Multipliers by Domain:

* Domains 1-3 (Thought, Behavior, Spiritual): Weight = 1.0

* Domain 4 (Relational): Weight = 1.2

* Domain 5 (Physical): Weight = 1.5

* Domain 6 (Degree of Control): Weight = 1.8

* Domain 7 (Response to Intervention): Weight = 2.0

Spectrum Level Interpretation:

Weighted Total Score Spectrum Level Classification

0-49 Level 1 Normative Fallen State
50-99 Level 2 Increased Vulnerability
100 — 149 Level 3 Demonic

Temptation/Harassment

150 - 199 Level 4 Mild Oppression

200 — 249 Level 5 Moderate Oppression
250 —299 Level 6 Severe Oppression
300+ Level 7 Possession

Level Definitions:

331




THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

Level 1 - Normative Fallen State: Baseline condition of all humans due to original sin; normal

temptation and moral struggle without additional demonic oppression.

Level 2 - Increased Vulnerability: Conditions creating openness to demonic influence (persistent

sin patterns, occult involvement, spiritual neglect).

Level 3 - Demonic Temptation/Harassment: Intensified temptation and spiritual attack beyond

normal experience, though without loss of control.

Level 4 - Mild Oppression: Noticeable demonic influence affecting thoughts, emotions, and

behaviors; control remains largely intact.

Level 5 - Moderate Oppression: Significant demonic influence with partial loss of control in

specific life areas.

Level 6 - Severe Oppression: Extensive demonic control over major life domains; core

personality and will remain.

Level 7 - Possession: Complete or nearly complete demonic control with suppression of normal
personality and will.
SECTION F: CLINICAL NOTES & RECOMMENDATIONS

Primary Presenting Concerns:
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Clinical Observations:

Recommended Interventions:

Referrals/Follow-up:

SECTION G: SIGNATURES

Client Signature: Date:

Assessor Signature: Date:

SPE-70 Assessment Instrument © 2026 | For Clinical Use Only | Confidential
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APPENDIX B: Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP)

SPIRITUAL VACUUM FORENSIC CODING PROTOCOL

(SV-FCP)

Version 1.0

A Standardized Protocol for Assessing Spiritual Vacuum

Indicators from Archival Records in Forensic Settings

Developed for Use With:

The Spiritually Vacant Offender Study

Companion Instrument to:
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE-70)

Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112)
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Section 1: Introduction and Overview

The Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP) is a standardized assessment
instrument designed to evaluate indicators of spiritual vacuum from archival records in forensic
settings. Developed as a companion instrument to the Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE-70)
and the Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112), the SV-FCP provides a systematic

method for coding spiritual emptiness and related constructs from existing documentation.

The concept of spiritual vacuum, derived from biblical teaching (Luke 11:24-26; Matthew 12:43-
45), refers to a state of spiritual emptiness that creates vulnerability to negative influences. In the
forensic context, spiritual vacuum has been theorized to function as a risk factor for criminal

behavior and a barrier to rehabilitation.

1.1 Purpose of the SV-FCP

The SV-FCP serves the following purposes:

1. To provide a reliable method for assessing spiritual vacuum from archival records

2. To enable retrospective coding of spiritual indicators in offender populations

3. To complement direct assessment instruments (SPE-70, PAP-112) when self-report is
unavailable

4. To facilitate research on spiritual factors in criminal behavior

5. To inform spiritually-integrated treatment planning in correctional settings

1.2 Appropriate Uses
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The SV-FCP is appropriate for:

* Research on spiritual factors in criminal populations

* Retrospective case analysis

* Treatment planning in faith-based correctional programs
* Risk assessment supplementation

* Program evaluation for spiritual interventions

The SV-FCP is NOT appropriate for:

* Primary forensic evaluation for legal proceedings
» Standalone risk assessment

* Diagnosis of mental health conditions

* Use by untrained raters

Section 2: Theoretical Foundation

The SV-FCP is grounded in the psychopossession theoretical framework (Author, Year), which
posits that spiritual vacancy creates conditions conducive to increasing levels of demonic

influence as described in the Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) model.

2.1 The Spiritual Vacuum Construct

Spiritual vacuum is operationalized as a multidimensional construct comprising five interrelated

domains:

1. Religious Disengagement (RD): Withdrawal from religious practices, community, and identity
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2. Spiritual Emptiness (SE): Subjective sense of spiritual void, disconnection from the
transcendent

3. Meaning/Purpose Deficit (MPD): Absence of life meaning, existential emptiness

4. Moral Detachment (MD): Disconnection from moral frameworks and conscience

5. Transcendence Absence (TA): Lack of connection to anything beyond self

These domains correspond to the biblical concept of the "empty house" (Matthew 12:44), which

when left vacant becomes vulnerable to reoccupation by malevolent spiritual forces.

2.2 Relationship to SPE Model

The SV-FCP is designed to assess the antecedent conditions (spiritual vacuum) that may
predispose individuals to higher SPE placement. Research has demonstrated significant
correlations between spiritual vacuum indicators and SPE levels (r = .40, p <.001). The five SV-

FCP domains map onto SPE levels as follows:

SV-FCP Domain Primary SPE Levels Mechanism

Religious Disengagement Levels 1-2 Removal of spiritual
protection

Spiritual Emptiness Levels 2-3 Creation of spiritual void

Meaning/Purpose Deficit Levels 3-4 Vulnerability to deception

Moral Detachment Levels 4-5 Weakening of conscience

Transcendence Absence Levels 5-7 Complete spiritual vacancy
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Section 3: Administration Guidelines

3.1 Rater Qualifications

Raters using the SV-FCP must meet the following qualifications:

Minimum Requirements:

» Master's degree in psychology, counseling, social work, theology, or related field
* Training in forensic assessment principles

* Familiarity with correctional populations

» Completion of SV-FCP training program (8 hours minimum)

 Achievement of inter-rater reliability criterion (ICC > .80)

Preferred Qualifications:

* Doctoral degree in relevant field

* Licensed mental health professional
* Training in spiritual assessment

* Experience with SPE-70 and PAP-112

3.2 Administration Time

Estimated administration time varies based on documentation availability:
» Comprehensive records: 45-60 minutes
* Moderate documentation: 60-90 minutes

* Limited documentation: 30-45 minutes (may require "insufficient information" ratings)
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3.3 Coding Procedures

Step 1: Gather all available source documents (see Section 4)

Step 2: Review documents systematically, noting relevant indicators
Step 3: Rate each item using the 0-3 scale based on available evidence
Step 4: Calculate domain scores and total score

Step 5: Document evidence sources for each rating

Step 6: Complete interpretation summary

Section 4: Source Document Requirements

4.1 Primary Sources

The following documents should be obtained when available:

Essential Documents:

* Pre-sentence investigation reports (PSI)
* Psychological/psychiatric evaluations

* Risk assessment reports

* Intake assessments

* Classification documents

Supplementary Documents:
* Chaplaincy records

* Program participation records
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* Disciplinary reports

* Treatment notes

* Parole/probation reports
* Interview transcripts

* Victim impact statements

4.2 Information Adequacy

Minimum documentation standards:

* At least 3 primary source documents required for valid coding

« If fewer than 3 sources available, note "Limited Documentation" on scoring sheet
* [tems may be coded "Insufficient Information" (score = 9) if evidence unavailable

* No more than 20% of items may be coded as "Insufficient Information" for valid protocol

4.3 Source Quality Hierarchy

Quality Level Source Type Weight

High Professional evaluations, 1.0

standardized assessments

Moderate-High Pre-sentence reports, intake 0.8
assessments

Moderate Chaplaincy records, program | 0.6
notes

Low Self-report without 0.4

corroboration, single source
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Section 5: Scoring Domains and Items

Rating Scale

All items are rated on a 4-point scale:

0 = Absent: No evidence of this indicator; opposite pattern may be present
1 = Low: Minimal evidence; indicator present but not prominent

2 = Moderate: Clear evidence; indicator is notable feature

3 = High: Strong/pervasive evidence; indicator is dominant feature

9 = Insufficient Information: Unable to rate due to lack of documentation

Domain 1: Religious Disengagement (RD)

This domain assesses the degree to which the individual has withdrawn from religious practices,
communities, and identity. High scores indicate significant disengagement from previously held

religious connections.

Item Description Indicators
RDI Abandonment of Religious Cessation of worship
Practice attendance, prayer, religious
rituals
RD2 Withdrawal from Religious Loss of religious social
Community connections, isolation from

342



THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

faith community

RD3 Rejection of Religious Explicit renunciation of faith,
Identity denial of religious affiliation
RD4 Hostility Toward Religion Active opposition to religious
beliefs, institutions, or people
RDS5 Loss of Religious Knowledge | Inability to articulate beliefs,
forgotten religious education
RD6 Absence of Religious Coping | Failure to use religious
resources during crisis
RD7 Departure from Religious Explicit rejection of
Morality religiously-based moral
standards
RDS8 Severed Pastoral No contact with clergy,
Relationships rejection of spiritual guidance
RD9 Religious Trauma History Negative religious
experiences contributing to
disengagement
RD10 Generational Religious Pattern of decreasing

Decline

religiosity across family

generations
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Domain 1 Scoring Guidelines:

Score 0 (Absent): Individual maintains active religious engagement; evidence of ongoing practice
Score 1 (Low): Some reduction in religious activity but maintains core connections
Score 2 (Moderate): Significant disengagement; sporadic or superficial religious involvement

Score 3 (High): Complete abandonment of religious practice and identity

Domain 1 Total Score Range: 0-30 (sum of items RD1-RD10)

Domain 2: Spiritual Emptiness (SE)

This domain assesses the subjective experience of spiritual void, including feelings of

disconnection from the transcendent, absence of spiritual awareness, and inner emptiness.

Item Description Indicators
SE1 Reported Spiritual Void Explicit statements of feeling
spiritually empty
SE2 Disconnection from Perceived absence of divine
God/Higher Power presence or relationship
SE3 Loss of Faith Erosion of previously held

spiritual beliefs

SE4 Spiritual Numbness Inability to experience
spiritual emotions or

connections

SES Absence of Inner Peace Chronic restlessness, anxiety
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without spiritual grounding

SE6 Spiritual Hunger Unmet Expressed longing for
spiritual fulfillment that

remains unmet

SE7 Substitute Spiritualities Engagement with pseudo-
spiritual alternatives (occult,

etc.)

SES8 Soul Weariness Deep fatigue, exhaustion at

core of being

SE9 Spiritual Confusion Inability to articulate spiritual

beliefs or experiences

SE10 Existential Loneliness Profound isolation despite

social connections

Domain 2 Scoring Guidelines:

Score 0 (Absent): Evidence of spiritual vitality and connection
Score 1 (Low): Occasional feelings of spiritual disconnection
Score 2 (Moderate): Persistent spiritual emptiness affecting functioning

Score 3 (High): Profound, pervasive spiritual void

Domain 2 Total Score Range: 0-30 (sum of items SE1-SE10)
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Domain 3: Meaning/Purpose Deficit (MPD)

This domain assesses the absence of life meaning, purpose, and direction. Drawing from
existential psychology (Frankl, 1959), meaning deficit creates an "existential vacuum" that

parallels spiritual emptiness.

Item Description Indicators

MPD1 Absence of Life Purpose No articulated goals,

direction, or reason for living

MPD2 Meaninglessness Explicit statements that life

has no meaning

MPD3 Nihilistic Worldview Belief that nothing matters,

all is pointless

MPD4 Future Hopelessness Inability to envision positive

future, no aspirations

MPD5 Value Vacuum Absence of guiding values or
principles
MPD6 Identity Diffusion Unclear sense of self, who

one is or wants to be

MPD7 Boredom/Emptiness Chronic boredom, nothing
feels fulfilling
MPDS8 Suicidal Ideation Thoughts that life is not

worth living
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MPD9 Substance-Mediated Coping | Use of substances to fill

existential void

MPD10 Thrill-Seeking as Meaning Dangerous activities to create

sense of aliveness

Domain 3 Scoring Guidelines:

Score 0 (Absent): Clear sense of purpose and meaning in life
Score 1 (Low): Some uncertainty about meaning but maintains general direction
Score 2 (Moderate): Significant meaning deficit affecting motivation and behavior

Score 3 (High): Profound meaninglessness, existential despair

Domain 3 Total Score Range: 0-30 (sum of items MPD1-MPD10)

Domain 4: Moral Detachment (MD)

This domain assesses disconnection from moral frameworks and conscience. Moral detachment
corresponds to the biblical concept of the "seared conscience" (1 Timothy 4:2) and creates

conditions for antisocial behavior.

Item Description Indicators

MD1 Absence of Guilt No remorse for harmful
actions

MD2 Conscience Numbing Diminished moral sensitivity
over time
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MD3 Moral Relativism Rejection of objective moral
standards

MD4 Victim Blaming Attribution of responsibility
to victims

MD5 Moral Justification Rationalization of harmful

behavior as necessary/good

MD6 Dehumanization Viewing others as less than
human

MD7 Diffusion of Responsibility Attributing responsibility to
others/circumstances

MDS§ Euphemistic Labeling Using sanitized language for

harmful actions

MD9 Advantageous Comparison Comparing actions favorably

to worse alternatives

MDI10 Displacement of Blame Blaming external factors for

own choices

Domain 4 Scoring Guidelines:

Score 0 (Absent): Strong moral engagement, clear conscience functioning
Score 1 (Low): Occasional moral lapses but maintains moral framework
Score 2 (Moderate): Significant moral detachment, frequent rationalization

Score 3 (High): Severe moral detachment, "seared conscience"
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Domain 4 Total Score Range: 0-30 (sum of items MD1-MD10)

Domain 5: Transcendence Absence (TA)

This domain assesses the absence of connection to anything beyond the self—no sense of the

sacred, the eternal, or the transcendent. Complete transcendence absence represents the fully

"empty house" vulnerable to spiritual oppression.

Item Description Indicators

TA1 Materialistic Worldview Reality limited to
physical/material only

TA2 Denial of the Sacred Nothing is holy, sacred, or set
apart

TA3 Self as Ultimate Reference No authority or value beyond
self

TA4 Temporal Orientation Only No concern for
eternal/ultimate matters

TAS Absence of Awe/Wonder No experience of
transcendent beauty or
mystery

TA6 Rejection of Moral Order No belief in cosmic justice or
moral universe

TA7 Human Autonomy Absolute | Complete self-determination,
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no submission to higher

authority

TAS Death as Finality No belief in afterlife, legacy,

or continuation

TA9 Spiritual Blindness Inability to perceive spiritual
realities

TA10 Closed to Transcendence Active resistance to spiritual
openness

Domain 5 Scoring Guidelines:

Score 0 (Absent): Strong transcendent orientation, connection to the sacred
Score 1 (Low): Some transcendent awareness though not prominent
Score 2 (Moderate): Significant absence of transcendence, primarily immanent focus

Score 3 (High): Complete closure to transcendence, radical immanentism

Domain 5 Total Score Range: 0-30 (sum of items TA1-TA10)

Section 6: Scoring Procedures

6.1 Calculating Domain Scores

For each domain, sum all item scores (excluding items rated "9"):
* Domain Score = Sum of item scores
* Adjusted Domain Score = (Sum / Number of rated items) x 10

* Use Adjusted Score when any items are rated "9" (Insufficient Information)
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Example:

If RD1=2, RD2=3, RD3=2, RD4=9, RD5=1, RD6=2, RD7=3, RD8=2, RD9=1, RD10=2
Sum (excluding RD4) = 18

Number of rated items = 9

Adjusted Domain Score = (18/9) x 10 =20.0

6.2 Calculating Total SV-FCP Score

Total SV-FCP Score = Sum of all five Domain Scores

Score Range: 0-150

Total Score = RD Total + SE Total + MPD Total + MD Total + TA Total

Prorated Score (when items missing):

Prorated Total = (Sum of Available Items / Number of Rated Items) x 50

6.3 Score Classification

Total Score Range Classification SPE Risk Level Description

0-30 Minimal Low Little evidence of

spiritual vacuum

31-60 Low Low-Moderate Some spiritual

disengagement
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present

61-90 Moderate Moderate Significant spiritual

vacuum indicators

91-120 High High Substantial spiritual
emptiness

121-150 Severe Very High Profound spiritual
vacancy

Section 7: Interpretation Guidelines

7.1 Domain Profile Analysis

Examine the pattern of domain scores to identify:
* Primary domain(s) of concern (highest scores)
* Relative strengths (lowest scores)

* Profile shape (flat vs. variable)

Common Profiles:

1. Religious Exit Profile: High RD, moderate other domains
2. Existential Crisis Profile: High MPD, moderate SE

3. Moral Collapse Profile: High MD, elevated TA

4. Complete Vacancy Profile: Elevated across all domains

5. Spiritual Trauma Profile: High RD with SE, variable others
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7.2 Integration with SPE Assessment

When used alongside SPE-70 or PAP-112:
* SV-FCP scores should correlate positively with SPE placement
* Discrepancies may indicate:

- Measurement error (re-evaluate documentation)

- Protective factors not captured by SV-FCP

- Recent spiritual change not reflected in archival records

Expected correlations (based on validation studies):
* SV-FCP Total with SPE Total: r = .40

* RD Domain with SPE Levels 1-2: r=.35

* MD Domain with SPE Levels 4-5: r = .45

* TA Domain with SPE Levels 6-7: r= .50

7.3 Treatment Implications

SV-FCP results inform treatment planning:

High RD Scores: Focus on religious re-engagement, faith community connection
High SE Scores: Address spiritual emptiness through contemplative practices
High MPD Scores: Existential/meaning-centered interventions (logotherapy)
High MD Scores: Moral reconation therapy, conscience restoration

High TA Scores: Introduction to transcendent perspectives, spiritual direction
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Section 8: Psychometric Properties

8.1 Reliability

Measure Statistic Value
Internal Consistency (Total) | Cronbach's a 91
Inter-Rater Reliability (Total) | ICC (2,1) .88
Domain RD Cronbach's o/ ICC .85/ .86
Domain SE Cronbach's o/ ICC .87/ .84
Domain MPD Cronbach's o/ ICC .89/ .87
Domain MD Cronbach's a / ICC .86 /.89
8.2 Validity

Construct Validity:

* Confirmatory Factor Analysis supports 5-factor structure (CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05)

* Domains correlate moderately (r = .35-.55), supporting related but distinct constructs

Criterion Validity:
* SV-FCP Total correlates with SPE-70 Total (r = .40, p <.001)
» SV-FCP predicts recidivism beyond traditional risk factors (AAUC = .03)

* High SV-FCP scores associated with program failure (OR = 2.1)

Discriminant Validity:
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* Modest correlation with PCL-R (r = .25), indicating related but distinct constructs

* Lower correlation with depression measures (r = .30), distinguishing from mood pathology
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SV-FCP Scoring Sheet

SPIRITUAL VACUUM FORENSIC CODING PROTOCOL (SV-FCP)

SCORING SHEET
Case ID: Rater:
Date of Rating: Date of Records:
Number of Source Documents: Documentation Quality:

DOMAIN 1: RELIGIOUS DISENGAGEMENT (RD)

Item RD1 RD2 RD3 RD4 RDS5

Score (0-3, 9)

Item RD6 RD7 RD8 RD9 RD10

Domain 1 Total: /30  Adjusted Score:
DOMAIN: SPIRITUAL EMPTINESS (SE)
SE1-SE10 Scores:

Domain Total: /30  Adjusted Score:

DOMAIN: MEANING/PURPOSE DEFICIT (MPD)
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MpD1-mPDI10 Scores:
Domain Total: /30  Adjusted Score:

DOMAIN: MORAL DETACHMENT (MD)

mbI1-MmD10 Scores:
Domain Total: /30  Adjusted Score:

DOMAIN: TRANSCENDENCE ABSENCE (TA)

TAI1-TA10 Scores:

Domain Total: /30  Adjusted Score:

TOTAL SV-FCP SCORE: /150

CLASSIFICATION:
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SV-FCP Quick Reference Guide

RATING SCALE

0 = ABSENT - No evidence; opposite pattern may be present

1 = LOW - Minimal evidence; indicator present but not prominent

2 =MODERATE - Clear evidence; indicator is notable feature

3 = HIGH - Strong/pervasive evidence; indicator is dominant feature

9 = INSUFFICIENT INFORMATION - Unable to rate

DOMAIN SUMMARY

RD (Religious Disengagement): Withdrawal from religious practices/community/identity
SE (Spiritual Emptiness): Subjective spiritual void, disconnection from transcendent
MPD (Meaning/Purpose Deficit): Absence of life meaning, existential emptiness

MD (Moral Detachment): Disconnection from moral frameworks, conscience numbing

TA (Transcendence Absence): No connection beyond self, closure to sacred

SCORE CLASSIFICATION

0-30: MINIMAL (Low SPE Risk)

31-60: LOW (Low-Moderate SPE Risk)
61-90: MODERATE (Moderate SPE Risk)
91-120: HIGH (High SPE Risk)

121-150: SEVERE (Very High SPE Risk)
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APPENDIX C: PSYCHOPOSSESSION ASSESSMENT PROTOCOL (PAP-112)

PSYCHOPOSSESSION ASSESSMENT PROTOCOL

(PAP-112)

Version 2.0

A Comprehensive Clinical and Forensic Assessment Instrument
for Evaluating Psychopossession Indicators Across

the Spectrum of Spiritual Influence

Developed for Clinical, Pastoral, and Forensic Applications

Companion Instrument to:
Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE-70)

Spiritual Vacuum Forensic Coding Protocol (SV-FCP)

PROFESSIONAL USE ONLY
Restricted to Qualified Mental Health Professionals,

Pastoral Counselors, and Trained Researchers
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Copyright and Disclaimer

Copyright © 2026 by Laszlo Pokorny

All rights reserved. No part of this instrument may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form

without prior written permission.

IMPORTANT DISCLAIMER

The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112) is designed as a clinical and research tool for
assessing indicators potentially associated with spiritual influence as conceptualized within the

psychopossession theoretical framework. This instrument:

1. Is NOT intended for use in legal proceedings as primary evidence
2. Does NOT provide medical or psychiatric diagnoses

3. Should NOT be used in isolation for treatment decisions

4. Requires integration with comprehensive clinical assessment

5. Must be administered by qualified professionals only
The psychopossession framework represents one theoretical perspective integrating spiritual and
psychological constructs. Users should maintain appropriate professional skepticism and integrate

findings with evidence-based clinical practice.

The authors and publishers assume no liability for misuse or misinterpretation of this instrument.
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PART I: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Chapter 1: Overview of the PAP-112

1.1 Introduction

The Psychopossession Assessment Protocol (PAP-112) is a comprehensive 112-item clinical
instrument designed to assess indicators associated with the psychopossession construct across
multiple domains of functioning. Developed within an integrative framework that bridges
psychological science and Christian theological anthropology, the PAP-112 provides

standardized assessment of spiritual influence indicators while maintaining scientific rigor.

The term "psychopossession" refers to a theoretical framework that conceptualizes demonic
influence along a continuum, ranging from subtle temptation to severe manifestation. Unlike
traditional diagnostic approaches that may either dismiss spiritual factors entirely or approach
them without systematic methodology, the PAP-112 provides a structured, empirically-grounded

approach to assessment.

1.2 Purpose and Scope

The PAP-112 serves multiple purposes:

Clinical Applications:

» Comprehensive assessment of psychopossession indicators
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* Treatment planning for spiritually-integrated interventions
* Progress monitoring during deliverance ministry or spiritual counseling

* Differential assessment from psychiatric conditions

Forensic Applications:

* Supplementary assessment in criminal evaluations

« Mitigation evidence preparation (where appropriate)
* Risk assessment enhancement

* Treatment recommendations for correctional settings

Research Applications:

» Standardized measurement for empirical studies

* Cross-cultural comparison of spiritual influence phenomena
* Validation of theoretical constructs

* Outcome measurement for intervention studies

Pastoral Applications:

* Structured discernment process

* Documentation for deliverance ministry
* Referral decision support

» Congregational care assessment

1.3 Structure of the PAP-112
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The PAP-112 comprises 112 items organized into seven domains:

Domain A: Antecedent Vulnerability Factors (16 items)
Domain B: Entry Point Indicators (16 items)

Domain C: Influence Progression Markers (16 items)
Domain D: Manifestation Symptoms (16 items)
Domain E: Functional Impairment (16 items)

Domain F: Resistance and Protective Factors (16 items)

Domain G: Spiritual Warfare Indicators (16 items)

Total: 112 items across 7 domains

Chapter 2: Theoretical Foundation

2.1 The Psychopossession Construct

Psychopossession theory integrates biblical-theological understanding of spiritual warfare with

contemporary psychological knowledge. The framework rests on several foundational premises:

1. Ontological Reality of Spiritual Beings: Consistent with historic Christian orthodoxy, the
framework affirms the existence of malevolent spiritual entities (demons) capable of influencing

human thought, emotion, and behavior.

2. Continuum of Influence: Rather than a binary possessed/not-possessed dichotomy,

psychopossession theory posits a spectrum of influence ranging from external temptation to
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internal oppression to varying degrees of control.

3. Human Vulnerability: Certain conditions—spiritual vacuum, unconfessed sin, occult

involvement, trauma, generational patterns—create increased vulnerability to demonic influence.

4. Psychological Manifestation: Spiritual influence manifests through psychological symptoms

that may overlap with, but are distinguishable from, psychiatric conditions.

5. Integration Imperative: Effective assessment and treatment require integration of spiritual and

psychological approaches.

2.2 Biblical Foundations

The PAP-112 is grounded in biblical teaching regarding spiritual warfare:

Key Passages:

* Ephesians 6:10-18 — The armor of God and spiritual struggle
* 1 Peter 5:8-9 — Adversary seeking whom to devour

* Luke 11:24-26 — The empty house parable (spiritual vacuum)
* Mark 5:1-20 — Gerasene demoniac (manifestation severity)

* James 4:7 — Resistance and submission

* 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 — Weapons of warfare

Theological Distinctives:

* Ecumenical Christian framework (not denomination-specific)
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* Affirms human dignity and agency
» Maintains distinction from mental illness

* Emphasizes Christ's victory and believer's authority

2.3 Relationship to SPE Model

The PAP-112 is designed to complement the Spectrum of Possession by Evil (SPE) model,

which identifies seven levels of demonic influence:

Level 1: Temptation — External enticement to sin

Level 2: Accusation — Internal condemnation and shame
Level 3: Deception — Distorted beliefs and perceptions
Level 4: Oppression — Sustained spiritual attack

Level 5: Obsession — Dominating thoughts and compulsions
Level 6: Subjugation — Significant loss of self-control

Level 7: Possession — Severe manifestation (rare)

The PAP-112 provides detailed assessment that informs SPE level determination, with specific

items mapping to each level.
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PART II: ADMINISTRATION

Chapter 4: Qualifications and Training

4.1 Professional Qualifications

The PAP-112 is restricted to qualified professionals meeting the following criteria:

Category A — Clinical Mental Health Professionals:
* Licensed psychologist (Ph.D., Psy.D., Ed.D.)

* Licensed clinical social worker (LCSW)

* Licensed professional counselor (LPC)

* Licensed marriage and family therapist (LMFT)

* Psychiatrist (M.D., D.O.)

Category B — Pastoral Professionals:
* Ordained clergy with master's degree in theology or divinity
* Licensed pastoral counselor

* Certified deliverance minister with denominational oversight

Category C — Forensic Specialists:
* Forensic psychologist or psychiatrist

* Correctional mental health professional
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* Court-appointed evaluator with Category A credentials

All users must complete:
* PAP-112 Certification Training (16 hours)
* Inter-rater reliability establishment (ICC > .80)

» Annual recertification (4 hours)

4.2 Training Requirements

PAP-112 Certification Training includes:

Module 1: Theoretical Foundations (4 hours)
* Psychopossession framework

* SPE model integration

* Biblical-theological grounding

» Differential diagnosis principles

Module 2: Administration Procedures (4 hours)
* Interview techniques

* [tem administration

* Collateral information integration

* Documentation standards

Module 3: Scoring and Interpretation (4 hours)

* Scoring procedures
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* Profile analysis
* SPE level determination

* Report writing

Module 4: Practical Application (4 hours)
* Case examples

* Practice administration

* Reliability establishment

» Ethical considerations

Chapter 5: Administration Procedures

5.1 Administration Format

The PAP-112 is administered through semi-structured clinical interview supplemented by

collateral information. The assessment typically requires:

Interview Component: 90-120 minutes
Collateral Review: 30-60 minutes
Scoring: 30-45 minutes

Total Administration Time: 2.5-4 hours

Administration may be completed in single or multiple sessions depending on clinical

circumstances.
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5.2 Required Materials

* PAP-112 Interview Guide (this manual)

* PAP-112 Scoring Booklet

* PAP-112 Profile Sheet

* PAP-112 Summary Report Form

* Audio/video recording equipment (recommended)

* Collateral information (records, informant reports)

5.3 Pre-Administration Procedures

Prior to administration:

1. Obtain informed consent (include spiritual assessment disclosure)
2. Gather collateral information

3. Review relevant records

4. Assess for contraindications (acute psychosis, severe dissociation)
5. Establish rapport and explain assessment purpose

6. Address any concerns regarding spiritual assessment

5.4 Contraindications

The PAP-112 should NOT be administered when:

* Individual is in acute psychiatric crisis

* Active suicidal/homicidal ideation requiring immediate intervention
* Severe dissociative state

* Inability to provide informed consent
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» Active substance intoxication

* Individual explicitly refuses spiritual assessment

In these cases, address immediate clinical needs first and defer PAP-112 administration.
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PART III: ASSESSMENT DOMAINS

Rating Scale for All Domains

All items are rated on a 5-point scale:

0 = Not Present — No evidence of this indicator

1 = Minimal — Slight evidence; rare occurrence; low intensity

2 = Mild — Some evidence; occasional occurrence; moderate intensity
3 = Moderate — Clear evidence; frequent occurrence; notable intensity

4 = Severe — Strong evidence; persistent occurrence; high intensity

Additional codes:

8 = Not Applicable — Item does not apply to this individual

9 = Unknown — Insufficient information to rate

Chapter 7: Domain A — Antecedent Vulnerability Factors

Domain A assesses historical and dispositional factors that may increase vulnerability to
spiritual influence. These antecedent factors do not indicate current psychopossession but

identify risk factors consistent with the "empty house" vulnerability described in Luke 11:24-26.
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Item Description Inquiry Focus

Al Spiritual Vacuum History of spiritual
emptiness, absence of faith

A2 Religious Abandonment Departure from previous
religious practice

A3 Occult Involvement Past participation in occult
practices

A4 Trauma History Significant trauma, especially
childhood abuse

AS Generational Patterns Family history of occult,
addiction, mental illness

A6 Unconfessed Sin Persistent patterns of
unaddressed moral failure

A7 Unforgiveness Chronic bitterness,
resentment, unforgiveness

A8 Substance Abuse History History of substance
use/abuse

A9 Sexual Sin Patterns History of sexual immorality,
pornography

A10 Pride/Self-Sufficiency Patterns of autonomy from
God

All Rejection/Abandonment History of significant

rejection experiences
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Al2 Cursed Objects Possession of occult/cursed
items

Al3 False Religion Involvement History with cults, false
religions

Al4 Vows/Dedications Past vows, dedications to
non-Christian entities

Al5 Places of Darkness Exposure to spiritually
compromised locations

Al6 Media Exposure Heavy exposure to

occult/violent media

Domain A Scoring:

Sum items A1-A16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate greater antecedent vulnerability.

Chapter 8: Domain B — Entry Point Indicators

Domain B assesses specific mechanisms or "doorways" through which spiritual influence may

have been initiated. These indicators focus on identifiable events or behaviors that may have

provided entry points for demonic influence.

Item Description Inquiry Focus

B1 Occult Rituals Participation in occult
ceremonies, séances

B2 Satanic/Demonic Invocation | Intentional invocation of

377




THE SPIRITUALLY VACANT OFFENDER

demonic entities

B3 Divination Practices Tarot, Ouija, astrology,
fortune-telling

B4 Witchceraft/Sorcery Spells, curses, potions, magic

B5 Blood Covenants Blood rituals, blood oaths,
sacrifices

B6 Eastern Meditation Emptying mind practices,
yoga kundalini

B7 Altered States Drug-induced spiritual
experiences

B8 Sexual Abuse Victimization | Abuse as entry point for
spirits

B9 Satanic Ritual Abuse Ritualistic abuse by
perpetrators

B10 Inherited/Transferred Spirits passed through
generational line

B11 Curses Received Curses spoken over
individual by others

B12 Soul Ties Unbholy spiritual bonds
through relationships

B13 Deliberate Invitation Explicit invitation to demons

B14 Near-Death/OBE Near-death experiences, out-

of-body
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B15 Haunted Locations Residence/exposure to

spiritually active places

B16 Possession Transfer Direct transfer from another

person

Domain B Scoring:

Sum items B1-B16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate more numerous/severe entry points.

Chapter 9: Domain C — Influence Progression Markers

Domain C assesses indicators of progressive spiritual influence, corresponding to movement

along the SPE spectrum. These markers indicate deepening involvement and increasing loss of

autonomy.

Item Description Inquiry Focus

C1 Increasing Temptation Progressively stronger urges
to sin

C2 Shame/Condemnation Spiral | Escalating internal accusation

C3 Belief Distortion Progressive distortion of
beliefs about God/self

C4 Spiritual Blindness Decreasing spiritual
perception

C5 Hardening of Heart Progressive callousness,
resistance to conviction
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C6 Compulsive Behaviors Increasingly compulsive

sinful patterns

C7 Identity Erosion Loss of sense of true self

C8 Isolation Pattern Progressive withdrawal from
healthy relationships

C9 Deception Acceptance Increasing acceptance of lies
as truth

C10 Willpower Decrease Progressive loss of ability to
resist

Cl1 Spiritual Fatigue Increasing exhaustion in

spiritual matters

C12 Prayer Interference Growing difficulty with
prayer

C13 Scripture Aversion Increasing resistance to Bible

Cl4 Worship Difficulty Progressive inability to
worship

C15 Demonic Dreams Increasing frequency of dark
dreams

Cl6 Sense of Presence Growing awareness of evil
presence

Domain C Scoring:

Sum items C1-C16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate greater progression of influence.
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Chapter 10: Domain D — Manifestation Symptoms

Domain D assesses observable symptoms and manifestations potentially associated with
demonic influence. These indicators must be carefully differentiated from psychiatric symptoms

through clinical judgment and collateral assessment.

Item Description Inquiry Focus

D1 Internal Voices Hearing internal voices
(distinct from auditory
hallucinations)

D2 Intrusive Blasphemous Unwanted thoughts against

Thoughts God/sacred

D3 Violent/Suicidal Urges Impulses toward self-harm or
violence

D4 Supernatural Knowledge Knowledge of hidden things,
clairvoyance

D5 Supernatural Strength Episodes of unusual physical
strength

D6 Voice Changes Alterations in voice during
episodes

D7 Facial/Bodily Contortions Involuntary physical
manifestations

D8 Aversion to Sacred Reactions to prayer,
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Scripture, cross, etc.

D9 Multiple Personalities Distinct alter-identities
(beyond DID)

D10 Animal-Like Behaviors Growling, hissing, animalistic
movements

DI1 Trance States Altered consciousness states

D12 Physical Sensations Unusual bodily sensations,
movements

D13 Temperature Changes Localized temperature
alterations

D14 Eye Changes Unusual eye appearance

during episodes

D15 Levitation/Movement Unexplained physical
phenomena
D16 Language Phenomena Speaking unknown

languages, xenoglossy

Domain D Scoring:

Sum items D1-D16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate more severe manifestation symptoms.

CAUTION: Domain D items require careful differential diagnosis from psychiatric conditions.
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Chapter 11: Domain E — Functional Impairment

Domain E assesses the degree to which spiritual influence indicators are associated with
impairment in various life domains. This domain helps distinguish clinically significant

presentations from subclinical indicators.

Item Description Inquiry Focus

El Occupational Impairment Work/school functioning
affected

E2 Relational Impairment Interpersonal relationships
damaged

E3 Family Functioning Family relationships/roles
affected

E4 Self-Care Deficit Personal care neglected

E5 Financial Problems Financial decisions/stability
affected

E6 Legal Consequences Behaviors leading to legal
problems

E7 Physical Health Impact Physical health affected

E8 Sleep Disturbance Sleep patterns significantly
disrupted

E9 Appetite/Weight Changes Eating patterns affected

E10 Cognitive Impairment Memory, concentration
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affected

Ell Emotional Dysregulation Mood instability, emotional
flooding

El12 Spiritual Life Impairment Spiritual practices
impossible/impaired

El13 Church/Community Isolation | Withdrawal from faith
community

El14 Ministry Incapacity Unable to function in

ministry roles

E15 Quality of Life Overall life satisfaction
affected

El6 Suicidality Suicidal ideation/behavior
associated

Domain E Scoring:

Sum items E1-E16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate greater functional impairment.

Chapter 12: Domain F — Resistance and Protective Factors

Domain F assesses factors that may resist or protect against spiritual influence. Unlike Domains
A-E where higher scores indicate greater pathology, Domain F items are scored positively—

higher scores indicate greater protection. This domain is reverse-scored in total calculations.
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Item Description Inquiry Focus

F1 Salvation/Regeneration Personal relationship with
Christ

F2 Active Prayer Life Regular, meaningful prayer
practice

F3 Scripture Engagement Regular Bible reading/study

F4 Church Involvement Active participation in faith
community

F5 Sacramental Life Communion, baptism,
confession participation

F6 Spiritual Disciplines Fasting, meditation, spiritual
practices

F7 Accountability Relationships | Close relationships with
mature believers

F8 Pastoral Support Relationship with
pastor/spiritual director

F9 Spiritual Gifts Active use of spiritual gifts

F10 Worship Practice Regular personal and
corporate worship

F11 Service/Ministry Active service to others

F12 Confession Practice Regular confession of sin

F13 Forgiveness Extended Pattern of forgiving others

F14 Spiritual Authority Understanding of believer's
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authority
F15 Holy Spirit Reliance Dependence on Holy Spirit
F16 Armor of God Spiritual warfare

awareness/practice

Domain F Scoring:

Sum items F1-F16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate GREATER protection (reverse-scored in total).

For Total PAP-112 Score: Domain F Contribution = 64 - Domain F Raw Score

Chapter 13: Domain G — Spiritual Warfare Indicators

Domain G assesses indicators specific to active spiritual warfare—both evidence of demonic

attack and response to spiritual intervention. These items help assess the spiritual dynamics of

the individual's current situation.

Item Description Inquiry Focus

Gl Prayer Resistance Difficulty/inability when
others pray

G2 Name of Jesus Response Reaction to Jesus' name
invoked

G3 Scripture Reading Response | Reaction when Scripture read
aloud

G4 Communion Response Reaction during Lord's
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Supper

G5 Anointing Oil Response Reaction to anointing with oil

G6 Worship Response Reaction during worship

G7 Cross/Symbol Response Reaction to Christian symbols

G8 Holy Ground Response Reaction in sacred spaces

G9 Deliverance Ministry Response to deliverance

Response prayer

Gl10 Confession Response Reaction during confession of
sin

GIl1 Renunciation Response Response when renouncing
evil

GI12 Authority Command Response to commands in

Response Jesus' name

GI13 Fasting Response Changes during spiritual
fasting

Gl4 Spiritual Breakthrough Signs | Evidence of spiritual
liberation

GI15 Counterfeit Spirituality False spiritual experiences

Glé Demonic Communication Messages/threats from
entities

Domain G Scoring:

Sum items G1-G16. Range: 0-64. Higher scores indicate more active spiritual warfare indicators.
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PART IV: SCORING AND INTERPRETATION

Chapter 14: Scoring Procedures

14.1 Domain Score Calculation

For each domain (A through G), calculate the domain score:

Domain Raw Score = Sum of all item ratings (0-4) for that domain

Domain Maximum = 64 (16 items x 4)

For items rated 8 (Not Applicable) or 9 (Unknown):
* Exclude from sum and adjust maximum

* Prorated Score = (Raw Sum / Rated Items) % 16

Special handling for Domain F (Protective Factors):
* Domain F is reverse-scored

* Domain F Contribution = 64 - Domain F Raw Score

14.2 Total PAP-112 Score

Total PAP-112 Score=A+B+C+D+E+ (64-F)+ G

Total Score Range: 0-448
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Score Classification:

0-64: Minimal indicators
65-128: Low indicators
129-192: Moderate indicators
193-256: High indicators
257-320: Severe indicators

321-448: Extreme indicators

14.3 Domain Score Summary Table

Domain Description Range Score

A Antecedent 0-64 o
Vulnerability

B Entry Point Indicators | 0-64 -

C Influence Progression | 0-64 o

D Manifestation 0-64 _
Symptoms

E Functional 0-64 _
Impairment

F Protective Factors 0-64 _
(reversed)

G Spiritual Warfare 0-64 _
Indicators
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TOTAL PAP-112 0-448

SCORE

Chapter 16: SPE Level Determination

16.1 PAP-112 to SPE Level Mapping

The PAP-112 Total Score corresponds to SPE Level as follows:

PAP-112 Score SPE Level Classification Primary Features

0-64 Level 1 Temptation External enticement;

no internal influence

65-128 Level 2 Accusation Internal
condemnation;

shame-based attacks

129-192 Level 3 Deception Distorted beliefs;

spiritual blindness

193-256 Level 4 Oppression Sustained attack;

increasing bondage

257-320 Level 5 Obsession Dominating thoughts;

compulsive patterns

321-384 Level 6 Subjugation Significant loss of
control; severe

bondage
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385-448 Level 7 Possession Severe manifestation;

rare presentation

16.2 Domain Profile Analysis for SPE Determination

Beyond total score, examine domain patterns:

Level 1-2 Profile: Elevated A, low-moderate B-G
Level 3-4 Profile: Elevated A, B, C; moderate D, E
Level 5-6 Profile: Elevated across A-E, G; low F

Level 7 Profile: Severe elevation across all domains; very low F

CRITICAL: SPE Level 7 (Possession) requires:
* PAP-112 Total > 385

* Domain D > 48

* Domain G > 48

* Clear manifestation documentation

* Exclusion of psychiatric mimics

* Confirmation by qualified deliverance minister

Chapter 17: Treatment Implications

17.1 Treatment Recommendations by SPE Level
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SPE Level Primary Interventions Setting

Level 1 Discipleship, spiritual Church/pastoral

formation, accountability

Level 2 Pastoral counseling, inner Church/counseling

healing prayer, confession

Level 3 Christian counseling, truth Counseling center

encounter, renewal of mind

Level 4 Intensive counseling, Specialized ministry
deliverance prayer, spiritual

warfare

Level 5 Deliverance ministry, Deliverance team
intensive intervention, team

approach

Level 6 Formal deliverance, Specialized facility
residential care, ongoing

support

Level 7 Exorcism ministry, Hospital/specialized
medical/psychiatric support,

extended care

17.2 Domain-Specific Interventions

Based on elevated domain scores:
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High Domain A (Vulnerability): Address root wounds, generational patterns, trauma

High Domain B (Entry Points): Renunciation prayers, breaking soul ties, removing objects
High Domain C (Progression): Intensive discipleship, truth-based counseling

High Domain D (Manifestation): Deliverance ministry, safe containment, support team
High Domain E (Impairment): Practical support, case management, stabilization

Low Domain F (Protection): Build spiritual disciplines, community connection

High Domain G (Warfare): Active deliverance prayer, spiritual authority engagement

PART V: SPECIAL APPLICATIONS

Chapter 18: Forensic Applications

18.1 Forensic Context

The PAP-112 may be utilized in forensic settings to:

1. Supplement comprehensive psychological evaluation

2. Assess spiritual factors in criminal behavior

3. Inform spiritually-integrated treatment recommendations
4. Support mitigation in appropriate cases

5. Guide faith-based correctional programming

6. Predict recidivism in conjunction with traditional measures

IMPORTANT LIMITATIONS:
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* PAP-112 is NOT a standalone forensic instrument
+ Should not be primary basis for legal conclusions
* Must be integrated with comprehensive evaluation

* Requires acknowledgment of theoretical framework

18.2 Forensic Reporting Guidelines

Forensic reports using PAP-112 data should include:

1. Statement of instrument purpose and limitations

2. Description of psychopossession theoretical framework
3. Acknowledgment that findings represent one perspective
4. Integration with other psychological data

5. Cautious conclusions avoiding overstatement

6. Recommendations consistent with correctional resources
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PAP-112 FULL ITEM SET

PSYCHOPOSSESSION ASSESSMENT PROTOCOL (PAP-112)

Complete Item Listing

RATING SCALE:
0=Not Present 1=Minimal 2=Mild 3 =Moderate 4= Severe

8 =Not Applicable 9 = Unknown

DOMAIN A: ANTECEDENT VULNERABILITY FACTORS

Al. Spiritual Vacuum: Evidence of spiritual emptiness, absence of faith, religious void [0]1[2]3]4]8]|9]
A2. Religious Abandonment: History of departing from previous religious faith/practice [0|1[2|3]4|8]9]
A3. Occult Involvement: Past participation in occult practices (specify type/extent) [0|1|2|3|4|8|9]

A4. Trauma History: Significant trauma experiences, especially childhood abuse/neglect [0 | 1|2 |3 |48 |9]
AS. Generational Patterns: Family history of occult involvement, addiction, mental illness, violence [0 ] 12|
3[418]9]

A6. Unconfessed Sin: Persistent patterns of unaddressed moral failure and guilt [0]1]2[3|4]8]9]

A7. Unforgiveness: Chronic bitterness, resentment, or unforgiveness toward others [0]1]2]3]4]8]9]

AS8. Substance Abuse History: History of alcohol/drug use, abuse, or dependence [0]1]2]3]4|8]|9]

A9. Sexual Sin Patterns: History of sexual immorality, pornography addiction, perversion [0]1]2]3]4]|8|
91

A10. Pride/Self-Sufficiency: Patterns of autonomy from God, rejection of spiritual authority [0]1]2|3]4|8
19]

Al11. Rejection/Abandonment: Significant history of rejection, abandonment experiences [0 |12 |3 |4 |8 |
9]

A12. Cursed Objects: Possession of occult items, artifacts, or objects associated with false religion [0]1]2]3

|41819]
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A13. False Religion Involvement: History with cults, non-Christian religions, New Age [0]1]2[3]4|8]9]
A14. Vows/Dedications: Past vows, oaths, or dedications to non-Christian entities/causes [0]1]2]3 48|
9]

A1S5. Places of Darkness: Exposure to spiritually compromised locations [0|1]2]3]4|8|9]

A16. Media Exposure: Heavy exposure to occult, violent, pornographic, or horror media [0]1]2]3]4]|8]|9]

DOMAIN B: ENTRY POINT INDICATORS

B1. Occult Rituals: Participation in occult ceremonies, séances, rituals [0 ] 123489 ]

B2. Satanic/Demonic Invocation: Intentional calling upon demonic entities [0] 1|23 |4|8|9]

B3. Divination Practices: Tarot, Ouija, astrology, fortune-telling, psychic readings [0]1]2[3|4|8|9]
B4. Witchcraft/Sorcery: Casting spells, curses, potions, incantations [0|1]2]3]4|8|9]

BS5. Blood Covenants: Blood rituals, blood oaths, blood sacrifices [0|1|2|3]4]8]9]

B6. Eastern Meditation: Mind-emptying meditation, yoga kundalini, transcendental meditation [0 |12 |3 |4
1819]

B7. Altered States: Drug-induced spiritual experiences, hallucinogenic ceremonies [0|1[2[3[4]8|9]
B8. Sexual Abuse Victimization: Sexual abuse as potential entry point for spirits [0]1]2]3]4]8]9]

B9. Satanic Ritual Abuse: Ritualistic abuse involving satanic elements [0 |1|2|3]4]8]9]

B10. Inherited/Transferred: Spirits passed through family line or from another person [0]1]2]3]4|8]|9]
B11. Curses Received: Curses spoken over individual by others [0|1]2]3]4|8|9]

B12. Soul Ties: Unholy spiritual bonds through sexual or other relationships [0]1]2|3|4]8]9]

B13. Deliberate Invitation: Explicit verbal invitation to demonic entities [0]1]2]3[4]8|9]

B14. Near-Death/OBE: Near-death experiences or out-of-body experiences [0]1]2]3]4|8]9]

B15. Haunted Locations: Residence in or exposure to spiritually active locations [0]1]2]3]4|8|9]

B16. Possession Transfer: Direct transfer of spirits from another person [0]1]2]3]4]8]9]

[Domains C through G follow same format - see full protocol]
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SCORING WORKSHEETS

PAP-112 SCORING SUMMARY SHEET

Case ID: Date:
Evaluator: Setting:
Interview Duration: Collateral Sources:

DOMAIN SCORES

| Domain A (Antecedent Vulnerability): / 64 |

| Domain B (Entry Point Indicators): / 64 |

| Domain C (Influence Progression): / 64 |

| Domain D (Manifestation Symptoms): /64 |

| Domain E (Functional Impairment): / 64 |

| Domain F (Protective Factors): /64 — Reversed: |

| Domain G (Spiritual Warfare): / 64 |

I I
| TOTAL PAP-112 SCORE: /448 |

| I
| SPE LEVEL INDICATED: Level |
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CLASSIFICATION: |

CLINICAL IMPRESSIONS

TREATMENT RECOMMENDATIONS
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PSYCHOMETRIC PROPERTIES

Reliability

Measure Statistic Value
Internal Consistency (Total) | Cronbach's a .94
Inter-Rater Reliability (Total) | ICC (2,1) .89
Test-Retest (2 weeks) r 91
Domain A o/ICC .87/ .85
Domain B o/ICC .89/ .88
Domain C o/ICC 91/ .87
Domain D o/ICC .88/.90
Domain E o/ICC 90/ .86
Domain F o/ICC .92/ .88
Validity

Construct Validity:

* Confirmatory Factor Analysis: 7-factor model, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .048

* Domain intercorrelations range .35-.60

Criterion Validity:

* Correlation with SPE-70: r= .78

* Correlation with SV-FCP: r = .55
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 Correlation with PCL-R: r= .32

* Prediction of treatment response: AUC = .74

Discriminant Validity:
* Modest correlation with MMPI-2 (r = .28)
* Low correlation with general religiosity (r =.15)

* Distinguishable from dissociative disorders
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