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Attachment Theory Conceptualized for God and the Believer

This paper explores the connection between the style of attachment in childhood and the perceived relationship with God in adulthood. Four anecdotes of a Christian’s experience of God are cited within the paper, each meant to represent an adult with one of the four styles of attachment in childhood (secure, insecure avoidant, insecure anxious/ambivalent, disorganized/fearful). Included with each anecdote is a discussion of how a faith community may hold or share with the believer in their experience of God. 

In preparation for this exploration, this paper begins with a brief overview of Bowlby’s attachment theory, leading into a discussion of its pertinence to the adult’s representation of God and offering insight into the role of a faith community (Beck, 2006; Kirkpatrick, 1992). Two models of religious development are presented as complementary, instead exclusive, models (Kirkpatrick, 1992; Beck, 2006). For each of the four anecdotes that follow, perspectives on the revealed relationships with God are provided, supporting the influence of early attachment relationships on religious beliefs and experience. Lastly, I revisit the symbiotic nature of the compensation and correspondence models and conclude with postulations on the role of a faith community as the image-bearer of God (Beck, 2006).

Attachment Theory and Styles of Attachment in Childhood


Bowlby (as cited in Cooper, 2009) originally introduces attachment theory as a biosocial behavioral system in the infant and a system with individual differences linked to the individual’s internal working model of self and other. The attachment system works to maintain the infant’s close proximity to the caregiver as necessary to the infant’s emotional and physical survival. The level of proximity establishes two crucial factors within the relationship to the caregiver, which effects the physical survival and emotional development of the infant. As an infant, the attachment figure is needed as a secure base (to allow for the confidence of later exploration) and a safe haven (a person who safely holds or regulates the emotions of the infant). 


Building upon Bowlby’s research, Ainsworth (as cited in Kirkpatrick, 1992) looks into patterns that may develop out of the quality of the infant’s attachment to the caregiver. Out of the “Strange Situation,” Ainsworth is able to observe patterns in the relationship between infant and caregiver, which develop into the styles of attachment: secure, insecure anxious/ambivalent, insecure avoidant/dismissive and disorganized/fearful. These different styles of attachment are reflected in the child’s flight to the mother when distressed, their use of her as a secure base for exploration, and how they approach her upon reunion (Wallin, 2007). As crucial needs of the infant, the availability and responsiveness of the caregiver are key determinants in the quality of the attachment relationship, and thus, the style of attachment of the infant.


The secure attachment between infant and caregiver is evident in the infant’s flexibility and resilience, it’s ability to be consoled by connection and to feel safe enough to explore. The caregiver of the secure infant offers sensitive and attuned responses to the infant’s communications, offering acceptance, cooperation and emotional availability. The avoidant attachment evidences itself in the infant’s inhibition to communicate its attachment needs. The avoidant infant experiences the caregiver as not only physically and emotionally unavailable, but at times verbally and physically rejecting, distant and brusque. The ambivalent infant is preoccupied with the whereabouts of the caregiver, is angrily or passively inconsolable upon her return, and maintains amplified expressions of its attachment needs.  The ambivalent infant experiences the caregiver as only occasionally and unpredictably available, subtly or explicitly discouraging autonomy, and insensitively responsive. The disorganized infant is caught between impulses to approach or avoid the parent, having experienced her as both frightened and frightening.


Sroufe and Fleeson (as cited in Beck & McDonald, 2004) suggested that the attachment system, although malleable, is emphasized as establishing relationship patterns which carry into later close relationships. Beck and McDonald (2004) state that, from a theological standpoint, one prerequisite for an attachment bond to exist in faith would be that the believer experiences God as “personal” in nature.

Religion as an Attachment Process and God as an Attachment Figure

Kirkpatrick (1992) suggests that the availability and responsiveness of the attachment figure is a fundamental dynamic within Christianity. Christians live with a faith that God will be available to protect and comfort, as well as the belief that God’s presence is knowable and accessible. Johnson (as cited in Kirkpatrick, 1992) describes faith as the opposite of fear, anxiety and uncertainty, which is portrayed through the imagery and language used by many Christians to represent their beliefs. Kaufman (1981) emphasizes the psychological importance of secure attachments, recognizing the limited and fallible nature of human attachment figures. 

Relationship with God in the Judeo-Christian tradition is often compared to a parent/child relationship or a husband/wife relationship. It would then follow that the relationship with God is a personal one and is experienced as an attachment bond (Kirkpatrick, 1992). Just as models of attachment figures and models of the self tend to be complementary, God images and self-images also tend to be complementary. That is, children who believe their attachment figures care about them, love them and are available to them, will, in turn, believe that they are loveable, worthy of care, and protected (Kirkpatrick 1992). The perceived experience of God as impacted by the early attachment experience, similarly, reciprocally impacts the self-concept of the person of faith.

The idea of God, here, would be as an ideal attachment figure, as always available and always reliable. An important difference to note is that the attachment to God, as opposed to the attachment to a present, material object, is a symbolic attachment—the relationship between a believer and the unseen caregiver, God. Because of the symbolic nature of the attachment to God, Winnicott’s (1969) work on object-relations theory takes on new meaning applied to the external, unseen God as it is internalized in the believer and then externalized symbolically.


There are two models that attempt to explain religious development in an individual: the compensation model and the correspondence model. One’s perceived relationship with God functions often as a compensatory attachment relationship particular to one’s individual adult attachment style as a product of the early relationship between infant and caregiver (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992). As follows, the perceived relationship with God evolves as the ideal caregiver—reliably available parent, a safe haven and eternally secure base. This is referred to as the compensation model of religious development.

However, just as close relationships are imprinted with the peculiarities of the adult’s early attachment experience, so too will the perceived relationship with God bear these peculiarities. Beck & McDonald (2004) conducted a study, which led them to believe that the correspondence model works within the compensation model for religious development. They found that the motives to seek out and establish a relationship with God often have compensatory goals; but that once the relationship is established, the internal working models do manifest themselves. These individual differences manifest in the experience of God, the images of God, and thus, the faith community surrounding the believer.

Styles of Attachment to God

Brennan, Clark and Shaver (as cited in Cooper, 2009) argued that most attachment classification models have two essential dimensions: avoidance of intimacy and anxiety about abandonment. Beck and McDonald (2004) assembled a series of questions, attempting to assess indications of attachment-related anxiety and attachment-related avoidance specifically regarding their relationship with God and their faith community. This questionnaire, the Attachment to God Inventory (AGI), conceptualizes Brennan’s two dimensions for the attachment relationship with God. 

Avoidance of intimacy with God was measured by looking at the believer’s need for self-reliance, difficulty depending on God, and unwillingness to be emotionally intimate with God. Anxiety about the abandonment of God looked at the believer’s fear of potential abandonment, feelings of angry protest or resentment, frustration with God’s lack of intimacy, anxiety over one’s lovability, and overall preoccupation with the relationship with God.

Cooper, Bruce, Harman and Boccaccini (2009) employ the Attachment to God Inventory and the Religious Coping Activities Scale (RCAS) in an attempt to explore how religious coping might vary as a function of attachment to God. They assessed the believer’s style of attachment, the tendencies toward avoidance of intimacy and/or anxiety about abandonment, as well as the capacity to use the internalized representation of God and the symbolic manifestation of God in faith communities. 

Secure Attachment to God


Below are a series of anecdotes that each identify with a specific style of attachment to God. The first is an example of a believer with a secure style of attachment to God. The man in the illustration below, let us call him John, describes the experience of losing a close friend.

My senior year in college, my best friend died in a car accident. It was awful. I was obviously really upset about what had happened, how and why. I had experienced my grandparents’ deaths, but it was the first time I had really lost someone close. I was angry at God and sad. The funeral was sad as well, especially when his dad spoke, but there were a lot of us there which helped. There were days I just didn’t want to be alone and my other friends would come over. We’d talk about the accident some and then go do something else to get our mind off of it. Sometimes I just wanted to be alone and talk to God, tell Him how I was feeling and ask for comfort. Now, I feel like I have words of empathy, comfort and hope for those who lose someone close to them or go through hard times.


John, upon losing his close friend, is able to know what he feels—sad and angry—and feel it. Although this experience is one probably to cause intense distress, John seems able to cope, using the resources around him freely and making use of his internalized representation of comfort as possibly established in early childhood. His attachment to God is one that feels, as I read the description, neither overwhelmingly anxious nor overwhelmingly dismissive. He uses his internalized representation of God as a source of comfort and security. He utilizes people, his faith community and the funeral as sources of further (symbolic) regulation and coping. He demonstrates a capacity to engage in intimacy as well as a strong enough internalized sense of safety and security that he is able to be alone. 


We also see John’s experience of God through his style of attachment with God. That is, we see John’s God-image—who John believes God to be through his perceived experience of God. God is available when called upon, a being who has brought John security and intimacy, as well as invited him to experience shared intimacy within his faith community. John’s God is involved in his life and cares for his well being.


Because the relationship with God is a symbolic attachment to an unseen caregiver, John’s attitude towards the symbolic image-bearers of God—the faith community—must also be considered, as much as the community’s response to him should be. The relationship between a faith community and an individual is a part of the attachment to God as a faith community is the symbolic representation—the material object, if you will—that God sometimes manifests himself through. John, as I’ve already touched upon, is open to joining his community, to sharing his anger and sadness and is able to engage “God-as-object” through them (Beck, 2006).

Insecure Anxious/Ambivalent Attachment to God


We will now look into an example of the insecure anxious/ambivalent style of attachment to God. The woman below, we’ll call her Sarah, describes a mission trip she went on during which she became so upset that she couldn’t sleep at night.
Last summer, I was really excited to go on this mission trip with my church to Mexico. The trip started out really great—building houses, worshipping God and experiencing Him moving in our group. There also happened to be this guy on the trip I had feelings for. One night, I was talking to a friend of mine after dinner (who didn’t know I had liked this guy for a long time) and she confided in me that he had pursued wanting a relationship with her about a month before. It was like a punch in the stomach, but I didn’t want her to feel bad about telling me, so I didn’t mention it. That night and every night of the trip thereafter, I couldn’t sleep. I was restless. Intense emotions were bubbling up in me. It was all I could do to wait until everyone was asleep to slip outside and sit on the porch, crying, bent over my bible. Each night was exactly the same. I searched my heart each night, thinking there must be something wrong with me. I sought after God in my despair each night, hoping for comfort and the intimacy I had known, but there was nothing. By the end of the trip I was a wreck, and still nobody even knew. I thought they wouldn’t have cared.

As Sarah begins to tell us about a mission trip, she’s very enthusiastic about the trip, reporting that, initially at least, she was engaging with people, enjoying the work, and experiencing a closeness with God. Then Sarah’s friend confides in her that the man Sarah was interested in had actually expressed a serious interest in the friend. At this point, her tone changes dramatically from one of excitement to one of distress, but maintaining the same level of intensity as when she had started the story.

After hearing this from her friend, Sarah probably experiences feelings of rejection and of not being loveable. Not sharing with her friend that she had feelings for him, she immediately isolates herself. In her isolation, she seems consumed with anxiety. The initial connection she was feeling in her relationship with God is now severed. She seeks God almost inconsolably in isolation, preoccupied with the relationship. This moment of realizing this man was not interested in her, plunged her into feelings of rejection which turn up in her attachment to God.

Through her style attachment to God, we see the beliefs Sarah holds about God as impacted by her early attachment experiences. Sarah’s God-image is one who is inconsistently responsive—sometimes intimate, comforting, available and other times consumed with Himself (or another believer) to the negligence of her. These beliefs trigger feelings of unworthiness, perpetuate a self-image very reliant upon the present “mood” of God. 

These beliefs about God and self, then effect Sarah’s attachment to the symbolic God—her faith community. She experiences rejection and withholds her feelings and grief from the community (simulating the rejection and abandonment of the community as well). Sarah’s anxiety becomes so overwhelming that she doesn’t even allow the community the chance to respond. In her anxiety, she probably believes that they will merely confirm her fears of her unworthiness, that she is unlovable and, nearly, deserving of abandonment.

Insecure Avoidant/Dismissive Attachment to God
The insecure avoidant/dismissive attachment to God is a relationship characterized by the believer’s need to be self-reliant, difficulty depending on God, and unwillingness to be emotionally intimate (Beck, 2004). The story below is of a man, let’s call him Peter, who had been experiencing spiritual emptiness and doubt. Peter attended a conference to help him work through these issues.

I was told in a counseling session that doubt of God is in one of two areas: You either doubt God's power or God's goodness. I've never doubted His power. It hit me like a ton of bricks. I didn't trust that God is totally and completely good.

I began asking God to give me a picture of truth—whatever He would want to show me that would help me in my constant struggle of doubt. I pictured God sitting down, on His throne in heaven. I was down on earth a long way a way from Him. When I looked up at Him, He had his elbow resting on his right knee with his chin in His hand, looking the opposite direction of me. The feeling was that He was totally uninterested in me, almost unaware of me and, just plain, uninvolved. He seemed a little annoyed, bored and absent.

At first, I thought God was giving me a picture of His control over my life and His love for me.  But as I saw the picture clearly, He was instead giving me a picture of how I had viewed Him: uninterested in my needs, uninvolved in the emotional changes and feelings of my heart, and unaware of all the intimate thoughts of my soul. Instead I have felt that I need to rely on myself to have control.


Peter’s story serves as an example of a believer who probably sought out a relationship with God with compensatory motives, but, as the relationship developed over time, Peter’s internal working models manifested themselves between him and God. The internal working model here is a model most similar to the avoidant/dismissive style of attachment. According to Cooper, Bruce, Harman and Boccaccini (2009), avoidant/dismissive believers tend to be active in the church, offering their services, skills and talents to the community. 


Peter approaches narrating the story in an instructional manner with an intellectual tone and unemotional. He distracts from the actual feelings of emptiness and doubt by perceiving them almost as puzzles to assemble. Having reached the end of his intellect, he describes a situation in which he approaches God for truth. Often, the avoidant believer refrains from depending too much on God and being as self-reliant as possible (Cooper, 2009).


As noted earlier, Bowlby (as cited in Kirkpatrick, 1992) states that God-image and self-image are complementary. Peter’s vision demonstrates this perfectly. The vision describes Peter’s God-image as the caregiver of an avoidant/dismissive infant. God takes on the cold, distant, unresponsive, brusque demeanor of Peter’s early attachment figure. He is looking away from Peter, bored and almost wishing to be elsewhere. This God-image reflects Peter’s internal representation of his own self-image.


Peter does invite his faith community to respond and offer insight to his predicament, but is not invited to share in his actual emotions of emptiness, doubt, the fear of his worthlessness, and his deep desire for and fear of intimacy.

Disorganized/Fearful Attachment to God


The disorganized/fearful believer’s attachment to God essentially has no strategy in place or model as to how they approach God. Beck and McDonald (2004) observe that the fearful believers in their studies suffer from high levels of anxiety about abandonment and avoidance of intimacy. This combination results from the experience of the caregiver as both scary and scared. This is a little more difficult to conceptualize as a style of attachment to God mostly because God, unlike a physical person, does not exert His own will, motive, and agenda into the relationship. However, we can look at Drew and see that he demonstrates some fearful tendencies in his relationship with God.

I grew up in a house where Jesus was Lord over everything. His power is great and is something to fear. I attended church regularly until I lost my job and my girlfriend broke up with me. All in a week! I always thought I had a relationship with Jesus, but I was convicted when all these things happened. Maybe it was God wanting me to stop relying so much on things of this world, and maybe it was God’s way of telling me I had a sin I had to confess. I didn’t go to church for a long time after that. I just wasn’t sure how I should be and I didn’t want anything else to happen. I felt kind of pissed off that all these thing had happened, but there’d be no point in being angry with God, right? 


Drew tells us that all of these devastating things have happened in his life and has a relationship with God in which he is not sure how to approach at this point. He’s questioning the status of his relationship with God. He doesn’t pray to God or attempt contact, but his relationship with God is often on his mind. Drew has the desire to express to God what he’s experiencing and to re-connect, but his God-image is akin to the caregiver in a disorganized/fearful attachment relationship.


The faith community really has no opportunity to intercede as a God-symbol, nor do we even hear Drew thinking about sharing his feelings with other people. In fact, there is the sense that his feelings would be disruptive to the community of faith.

In conclusion, I believe there is value in using attachment theory as a framework through which to engage the psychology of religion. As the attachment relationship with God is one characterized as personal, it would then be subject to the dynamics of the attachment bond. Although there is value in such a conceptualization, one must be conscious of the complicated nature of this attachment bond as it is between an unseen caregiver and it’s child. 

Believers seek out relationship with God often looking for a substitute attachment figure who can provide security where their early attachment figure failed. However, as the relationship progresses, the internal working models of their early attachment experiences often do manifest. Just as adolescence is a time of separating from the parents as attachment figures, I would suggest that this is a time spiritual adolescence during which the perceived relationship with God (as a compensatory attachment figure) is confronted with the perceived relationship with God as an attachment bearing the framework of one’s working models of their early attachments. I believe this conflict might occur such that and in the hopes that where the early attachment figure proved unreliable, unresponsive, unavailable, or destructible, God, the ideal attachment figure, may prove perfectly reliable, responsive, available, and indestructible. This would require further conversation around object usage and object relations regarding God as object, and subsequently, faith communities as objects. 

Cooper (2009) suggests that even knowing the attachment style of a believer offers insight into how a person might use God and the faith community to cope in times of crisis and in everyday life situations. I believe that both a relationship with God and participation in a faith community as image-bearers of God can be highly influential in a person’s movement towards relating with greater security. 
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