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SPIRITUALITY AND CRIME: TRANSFORMING 

OFFENDERS THROUGH FAITH AND REHABILITATION 

Er. Mrityunjay Singh1 

I. ABSTRACT 

Through moral teachings, fear of divine justice, and strong community support, 

spirituality discourages criminal tendencies and promotes moral development, 

emotional resilience, and social accountability. This paper explores how spiritual beliefs 

and practices are both powerful rehabilitative tools for offenders and deterrents to crime. 

Spirituality has a significant impact on criminal behavior, rehabilitation, and the larger 

justice system. 

In the realm of rehabilitation, spirituality offers inmates a pathway to personal 

transformation through religious programs, meditation, and restorative justice 

initiatives. Faith-based prison programs and mindfulness techniques have shown 

significant success in reducing recidivism rates, fostering self-reflection, and promoting 

emotional regulation among offenders. Case studies, such as the spiritual reformation of 

Rahul Jadhav from a gangster to a spiritual guide and the Tihar Jail Transformation 

Program highlight the profound impact of spirituality on individual rehabilitation. 

Moreover, spiritual engagement fosters a sense of purpose, helping offenders rebuild 

fractured identities and develop pro-social behaviors that support reintegration into 

society. 

Additionally, spirituality shapes attitudes towards punishment, forgiveness, and 

reintegration, influencing how society views justice.  Nevertheless, there are several 

obstacles to its incorporation into the criminal justice system, including as worries about 

religious coercion, a lack of empirical standardisation, and possible abuse by some 

organisations. 

 
1 C.M.P. Degree College – University of Allahabad, Prayagraj 
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This paper argues that while spirituality is not a singular solution to crime, its 

incorporation into rehabilitation programs can contribute to more humane, effective 

criminal justice policies. A balanced approach—respecting diverse spiritual perspectives 

while maintaining evidence-based interventions—can enhance offender reform and 

promote a justice system centered on redemption, accountability, and societal well-being. 

Future research should focus on developing standardized frameworks to assess the 

efficacy of spirituality in crime prevention and rehabilitation. 

II. KEYWORDS 

Spirituality and Crime, Rehabilitation, Criminal Behaviour Transformation 

III. INTRODUCTION 

Criminal behavior has long been studied through various lenses, including psychology, 

sociology, and law. However, an often overlooked yet significant factor influencing crime 

and rehabilitation is spirituality. The role of spirituality in criminal behavior is twofold—

it can act as both a preventive measure against criminality and a rehabilitative tool for 

offenders. Spiritual beliefs shape an individual’s moral compass, ethical decision-

making, and ability to reform after committing crimes. Additionally, many justice 

systems incorporate spiritual or religious elements in rehabilitation programs, aiming to 

foster positive transformation in offenders.  

"Spirituality and crime-transforming offender through faith and rehabilitation" refers to 

the idea that participating in spiritual activities and faith-based programs can greatly aid 

in the rehabilitation of criminals, giving them a sense of purpose, morality, and 

accountability that frequently lowers their risk of reoffending. Several studies have 

explored the intricate relationship between religion, spirituality, and crime, highlighting 

the potential for faith-based interventions in rehabilitation (Byron & Schroeder, 2014)2. 

Research consistently demonstrates an inverse relationship between religiosity and 

 
2 Johnson, Byron R., and Curtis S. Schroeder, 'Religion, Crime, and Criminal Justice', Oxford Handbook Topics 
in Criminology and Criminal Justice (2012; online edn, Oxford Academic, 2 June 
2014), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935383.013.005  
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crime, suggesting that increased religious commitment is linked to decreased delinquent 

behavior3.  

This relationship remains true for a variety of societies, including those that are marked 

by social disarray and poverty. Some research focuses on the potential for faith-based 

initiatives and religious interventions, including the InnerChange Freedom Initiative and 

Prison Fellowship programs, to lower recidivism rates among offenders. These programs 

often emphasize moral development, education, and community support, contributing 

to the rehabilitation process.4. However, other research also explores the challenges and 

opportunities of implementing religious law in preventing and dealing with crime in 

developing countries. While religious law has the potential to prevent crime through 

moral formation, challenges such as legal uncertainty, conflicts with secular law, and the 

need for public awareness exist.5 . 

This paper explores the intricate relationship between spirituality and criminal behavior, 

examining the ways spirituality influences criminal tendencies, the role it plays in 

preventing crime, and how it affects rehabilitation and contributes to restorative justice. 

The paper is supported by case studies having weight in context to India such as the 

Rahul Jadhav case, and the Behmani Massacre Case – the story of Phullan Devi, light is 

also shed on the Tihar Jail Transformation program and various prison programs. We 

will delve into various studies, historical perspectives, and contemporary empirical 

evidence relating spirituality and crime in criminal justice, while also addressing 

criticisms, potential limitations, and challenges to the implementations of spirituality in 

criminal justice. 

 
3 Ibid 
4 Paraschiv, R.-G. (2013). THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN PREVENTING CRIME IN RISK SOCIETY SPECIFIC 
TO GLOBALIZATION. Agora International Journal of Juridical Sciences, 7(3). 
https://doi.org/10.15837/aijjs.v7i3.699 
5 Sarib, S., & Mokodenseho, S. (2023). The Role of Religious Law in Combating and Preventing Crime in 
Developing Nations. West Science Law and Human Rights, 1(02), 82–88. 
https://doi.org/10.58812/wslhr.v1i02.63 



48                            LawFoyer International Journal of Doctrinal Legal Research                       [Vol. III Issue I] 

 
© 2025. LawFoyer International Journal of Doctrinal Legal Research                              (ISSN: 2583-7753) 

IV. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPIRITUALITY AND CRIME 

The concept of spirituality is broad and frequently subjective; it generally refers to a 

person's relationship with a higher power, their sense of purpose in life, or their profound 

personal values that go beyond their material existence. Researchers have continuously 

pointed out an inverse relationship between religiosity and crime in various types of 

research, suggesting that increased religious commitment is linked to decreased 

antisocial behavior.6. It encompasses more than just religious convictions; it also includes 

ethical reasoning, inner peace, and personal moral frameworks.  Environmental 

circumstances, peer pressure, psychological states, and socioeconomic status are some of 

the many variables that often impact criminal behavior.  However, spirituality adds 

another level of influence, serving as a means of atonement for criminals or as a deterrent 

to crime. Religion has been seen as a source of moral values and social control.  

The idea that religion promotes ethical behavior is rooted in the belief that religious 

teachings provide guidance on what is right and wrong. Religion has been seen as a 

source of moral values and social control. The idea that religion promotes ethical behavior 

is rooted in the belief that religious teachings provide guidance on what is right and 

wrong. In addition, religious institutions often serve as a source of social support and 

community engagement. These factors have led some scholars to argue that religiosity 

can lead to lower crime rates.7. 

Studies have shown that individuals who are more religious commit fewer offenses, 

while individuals who are less religious will become increasingly more likely to engage 

in delinquent behavior.8. 

 
6 Johnson, Byron R., and Curtis S. Schroeder, 'Religion, Crime, and Criminal Justice', Oxford Handbook Topics 
in Criminology and Criminal Justice (2012; online edn, Oxford Academic, 2 June 
2014), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935383.013.005 
7 Mahesh Zagade, Relationship: Religion, crime rate and mental health – General inquiry., Mahesh Zagade, 
IASx (Apr. 19, 2023), https://maheshzagade.org/2023/04/19/relationship-religion-crime-rate-and-
mental-health-general-inquiry/ 
8 Johnson, M. C., & Morris, R. G. (2008). The moderating effects of religiosity on the relationship between 
stressful life events and delinquent behavior. Journal of criminal justice, 36(6), 486–493. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2008.09.001 
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V. ROLE OF SPIRITUALITY IN PREVENTING CRIME 

Spirituality plays a crucial role in crime prevention by instilling ethical values, self-

discipline, and moral responsibility in individuals. Several aspects of spirituality 

contribute to a law-abiding life: 

• Moral guidance: Characteristics like honesty, kindness, and respect for others 

are frequently emphasized in religious and spiritual teachings.  People are 

deterred from committing crimes by these ideals. This aspect is observed in the 

Rwanda Genocide9 – The Forgiveness Project (1994 – present) in which after the 

Rwandan Genocide, churches and religious groups emphasized Christian and 

Islamic values of forgiveness and reconciliation. Many survivors chose to forgive 

those who killed their families, often citing religious beliefs. The spiritual aspect 

helped in preventing revenge killing. The observation can also be made from the 

Norway Prison System10 Norway applies a humane prison system based on 

Christian and Humanist ethics where they treat prisoners with respect and 

dignity and the results are promising as it has led to one of the lowest 

reoffending rates in the world as compared to other counterparts. 

• Social support network: Numerous religious and spiritual communities offer 

support systems that discourage people from turning to criminal activity.  These 

groups provide support, direction, and a feeling of community, all of which can 

deter criminal activity. The Art of Living Foundation11 and ISKCON 

(International Society for Krishna Consciousness) run rehabilitation programs 

for drug and alcohol addicts – they offer community support, counseling, and 

skill development, and positive impacts are obtained as many addicts have 

 
9 Mulekatete, I. (2023, April 11). Rwanda’s Resilience: the power of forgiveness and unity | United Nations 
Development Programme. UNDP. https://www.undp.org/rwanda/blog/rwandas-resilience-power-
forgiveness-and-unity 
10 BBC News. (2019, July 6). How Norway turns criminals into good neighbours. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/stories-48885846 
11 THE ART OF LIVING DE-ADDICTION PROGRAMS. (n.d.). Retrieved March 3, 2025, from 
https://www.artofliving.org/sites/www.artofliving.org/files/wysiwyg_imageupload/THE%20ART%2
0OF%20LIVING%20-%20DEADDICTION%20PROGRAMS%20REPORT.pdf 
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recovered and avoided crime and it has also reduced substance-abuse-related 

offenses. Moreover, the Government of India (GoI) has signed an MoU with 

ISKCON under the Nasha Mukt Bharat Abhiyan (NMBA)12. 

• Fear of divine consequences: Some religious traditions emphasize divine 

justice, where immoral actions are believed to have spiritual consequences. The 

fear of divine retribution may deter individuals from committing crimes. In 

India and Nepal where the majority sect of the population residing is Hindu and 

the Hindu teachings emphasize Karma – bad doings lead to suffering in life or 

the next and it has been observed many people avoid crime out of fear of bad 

karma and suffering due to same in future life or next life (afterlife). The sacred 

text Shrimad Bhagavad Gita also warns against dishonesty and harming others. 

• Sense of purpose: People with a solid spiritual foundation have a sense of 

purpose in life, which lessens depressive, angry, or worthless thoughts that can 

turn into criminal activity. The Angola Prison Seminary Program (USA) is a 

prominent example – Louisiana’s Angola Prison used to be one of the most 

violent prisons in the U.S., a Bible was introduced in the prison and many 

inmates found a sense of purpose through faith and rehabilitation. It was 

observed that inmates’ violence dropped by 75%13 . 

• Spirituality as a Rehabilitative Tool: The effectiveness of spirituality as a 

therapeutic therapy in prisons is becoming more widely acknowledged.  A lot 

of rehabilitation programs include spiritual or religious components to help 

offenders change. 

• Prison Ministries and Faith-Based Programs: Many prisons have chaplain 

services, religious study groups, and faith-based programs designed to help 

inmates reflect on their past actions, seek forgiveness, and find a renewed sense 

 
12 Nasha Mukt Bharat Abhiyaan (NMBA) - Signing of MoU between Department of Social Justice & Empowerment 
and International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). (2023). Pib.gov.in. https://pib.gov.in/PressRe
 leaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1979220 
13 Handley, E. (2023, June 20). The prison seminary movement and the impact of faith-based programmes. 
Open Access Government. https://www.openaccessgovernment.org/article/prison-seminary-
movement-impact-faith-based-programmes/161459/ 
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of purpose. Programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and Narcotics 

Anonymous (NA) integrate spirituality into their recovery process, emphasizing 

personal transformation through a higher power. The impact of faith-based 

programs can be understood through the example of the introduction of 

Buddhist meditation programs in prisons worldwide. Here Vipassana 

(mindfulness) meditation to help prisoners develop self-discipline and inner 

peace and the impact was seen in the form of reduced aggression and violence 

in prison. 

• Meditation and Mindfulness Practices: In addition to traditional religious 

practices, spiritual rehabilitation programs often include meditation and 

mindfulness techniques. These practices help inmates develop self-awareness, 

emotional regulation, and stress management skills. Ceasefire Chicago’s 

Mediation Initiative is a prime example of how mediation can effectively reduce 

crime and violence, particularly in gang-dominated communities. The initiative, 

now part of the Cure Violence Global model, focuses on violence interruption, 

conflict resolution, and community engagement and commendable results were 

observed in the form of a 40% drop in gang violence14 .  

• Restorative Justice Programs: Restorative justice emphasizes reconciliation 

between offenders and victims, often incorporating spiritual principles of 

forgiveness, healing, and redemption. These programs allow offenders to take 

responsibility for their actions and work toward making amends. A prominent 

example of this is the Tihar Jail (India) Restorative Justice Program helps inmates 

reconcile with victims and families. 

• Personal Transformation Through Spiritual Awakening: Some former 

criminals have attributed their complete reformation to spiritual experiences or 

religious conversions. Spirituality can provide a sense of hope and a pathway to 

rebuilding one’s life. The story of Shaka Senghor is no less than a framed story, 

 
14 Evaluation of CeaseFire-Chicago. (n.d.). Office of Justice Programs. 
https://www.ojp.gov/library/publications/evaluation-ceasefire-chicago 
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but it is indeed a real story – he spent 19 years in prison for second-degree 

murder and while being in prison, he discovered meditation, writing, and self-

reflection leading to a deep spiritual and emotional change. Later, he became a 

mentor for at-risk youth to prevent them from making the same mistakes. Wrote 

the bestselling book "Writing My Wrongs" along with five other books, inspiring 

ex-offenders and reform activists15. 

VI. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE RELATING SPIRITUALITY AND CRIME 

A. Faith-Based Prison Program in Pew Research Center  

A study conducted by the Pew Research Center found that inmates who participated in 

faith-based prison programs had lower recidivism rates than those who did not. Inmates 

engaged in religious services, counseling, and spiritual reflection showed improved 

behavior and increased motivation for personal growth. 

Approximately 73% of chaplains observed frequent inmate efforts to convert others, and 

77% noted considerable religious switching, particularly towards Islam and Protestant 

Christianity. 73% of chaplains considered religious programs "absolutely critical" for 

rehabilitation, and 78% emphasized post-release support from faith-based groups. 57% 

of chaplains reported that religious services had improved in quality, and 61% observed 

rising inmate participation. 

While 41% acknowledged some presence of religious extremism, particularly among 

Muslims and pagan/earth-based religions, only 4% believed it posed a consistent 

security threat. Overall, the study affirmed that faith-based programs positively 

influenced inmate rehabilitation and lowered recidivism rates, reinforcing the role of 

spirituality in correctional settings.16. 

 
15 Person Overview ‹ Shaka Senghor. (n.d.). MIT Media Lab. 
https://www.media.mit.edu/people/ssenghor/overview/ 
16 Pew Research Center. (2012, March 22). Religion in Prisons - A 50-State Survey of Prison Chaplains. Pew 
Research Center’s Religion & Public Life Project. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/03/22/prison-chaplains-exec/  
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B. The role of mediation in reducing violent crime  

The use of meditation and mindfulness in correctional facilities has yielded positive 

results. The introduction of Transcendental Meditation (TM) in prisons has been linked 

to reduced aggression, anxiety, and depression among inmates, leading to lower rates of 

violent incidents. As discussed above the Angola Prison Seminary Program, Norway 

Prison System, etc., clearly demarcate the role of medication in reducing violent crime, 

the Inside Prison Project – San Quentin State Prison, California, and the Mindfulness-

based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program – Massachusetts, USA support the same. 

C. Historical Examples of Criminal Reformation Through Spirituality 

• Malcolm X: Once involved in criminal activities, Malcolm X experienced a 

spiritual transformation during his time in prison, which led him to become a 

prominent civil rights leader. 

• John Newton: A former slave trader who later became a clergyman and wrote 

the famous hymn "Amazing Grace," demonstrating how spirituality can lead to 

profound personal change. 

VII. CASES IN INDIA WHERE SPIRITUALITY CHANGES A 

CRIMINAL MIND 

These instances below demonstrate how spiritual practices—encompassing religious 

doctrines, meditation, or introspection—can assist offenders in attaining redemption and 

reintegrating into society as reformed individuals.  

A. Rahul Jadhav Case 

Rahul Jadhav took the name ‘Bhiku’ after a character from the 1998 cult classic Satya – a 

gangster who was everything Rahul once wanted to be. Capturing his don’s attention as 

a tech-literate criminal, running his extortion ring over Skype, Rahul found himself 

shouting threats down the barrel of his gun and became one of the most wanted gangsters 

of his time. 
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After his arrest in 2007, the extortionist and hitman was left a shadow of his former self, 

ravaged by alcoholism and drug abuse – which twisted his mind into a near 

schizophrenic state. That was only part of his journey. Today, the gunrunner is an ultra-

marathoner who has covered nearly 10,000 kilometers – including a 2019 run from 

Gateway of India to India Gate – and aims to shatter the national stadium run record.17.  

B. The Transformation of Phoolan Devi (Bandit Queen) 

Phoolan Devi was a feared dacoit in the Chambal Valley, involved in multiple violent 

crimes, including the infamous Behmai Massacre (1981). After surrendering in 1983, she 

spent time in prison and was influenced by spiritual leaders. She later turned to 

Buddhism, renouncing violence. She entered politics, advocating for the oppressed and 

Dalits. Her transformation was often attributed to Buddhist principles of non-violence 

and equality.18 . 

C. Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s Prison Programs 

The Art of Living Foundation runs the ‘Prison Smart’ program, helping inmates through 

yoga, meditation, and spiritual counseling. Thousands of prisoners, including those 

convicted of heinous crimes, have reportedly reformed through these sessions. The 

Prison Program teaches skills for reducing stress, healing trauma, and providing practical 

knowledge of how to handle one’s emotions. Programs have benefited more than 800,000 

participants and are offered in over 65 countries across the world. Many former inmates 

credit the program for their rehabilitation and peaceful reintegration into society.19 . 

D. The Tihar Jail transformation program 

Under the leadership of Kiran Bedi, Tihar Jail introduced Vipassana Meditation, a 

Buddhist practice focused on self-reflection and inner peace. Inmates who participated in 

the program, including hardcore criminals, showed remarkable behavioral changes, 

 
17 Puja Changoiwala. (2020). Gangster on the Run. Harper Collins. 
18 Phoolan Devi. (2022, March 28). Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoolan_Devi 
19 Gurudev Sri Sri Ravi Shankar. (2013, July 5). Gurudev Sri Sri Ravi Shankar. 
https://gurudev.artofliving.org/work/spirituality-human-values/prison-program/ 
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reduced aggression, and a commitment to reform. Many former inmates credited 

spirituality with their successful reintegration into society. 

E. Altering Criminal Minds by Hare Krishna chanting 

A ten-year study conducted in a Texas prison under the direction of HG Sridhara Shyama 

Prabhu looked at the effects of mantra meditation on prisoners, especially those convicted 

of violent offenses.  Providing Krishna Prasadam, reciting beads, and teaching the Hare 

Krishna mantra were all part of the program.  The results showed that meditation helped 

prisoners overcome negative thought patterns, loneliness, and hostility by dramatically 

changing their mental states.  

Meditation may slow down aging, improve empathy, and reorganize brain activity, 

according to a neuroscientific study.  According to the study, meditation increased the 

offenders' capacity for compassion, feeling of purpose, and propensity for rehabilitation. 

After being released from prison, one inmate joined the ISKCON tradition, while others 

showed an interest in spiritual development.  By continuing to offer spiritual tools to 

prisoners, the ISKCON Prison Ministry promotes long-term behavioral transformation.  

According to the study, rewiring the brain, increasing compassion, and promoting 

inmate rehabilitation can all be achieved through repeating the Hare Krishna mantra.20 . 

VIII. CHALLENGES OF SPIRITUALITY IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE  

Although spirituality has several advantages in crime prevention and rehabilitation, it is 

not exempt from criticism. These include ethical concerns, legal limitations, empirical 

validation issues, and risks of exploitation. Below are the key challenges: 

• Risk of Religious Coercion: Faith-based rehabilitation programs may 

inadvertently pressure inmates into adopting certain religious beliefs to gain 

 
20 Radhika Gopinatha dasa. (2022, December 6). My friend HG Sridhara Shyama Prabhu made a Saturday 
journey to a Jail between Dallas, TX and Houston, TX every saturday to talk to criminals incarcerated in 
the prison. He did this for 10 years. Linkedin.com. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/case-study-altering-
criminal-minds-hare-krishna-texas-gopinatha-dasa/ 
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privileges or parole benefits. This raises concerns about freedom of belief, as 

inmates should not be forced or indirectly coerced into religious participation21. 

• Lack of empirical standardization: Spiritual transformation is subjective and 

difficult to measure using standardized psychological or criminological 

methods. Unlike cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) or other evidence-based 

interventions, spirituality lacks a universally accepted metric for success in 

rehabilitation. 

• Potential of exploitation: Some organizations may exploit vulnerable inmates 

under the guise of spiritual reform using them for religious conversion for 

unpaid labor There have been instances where religious groups gained undue 

influence in prisons, affecting decision-making on paroles or privileges. 

• Disparities In Opportunities: In prisons, some faith-based programs may favor 

certain religions over others, leading to disparities in opportunities for spiritual 

engagement. Minority religious groups or non-religious inmates might be 

excluded from similar rehabilitative benefits. 

• Conflict Between Legal Punishment and Spiritual Forgiveness: Spirituality 

often emphasizes forgiveness, redemption, and second chances, which may 

conflict with strict legal frameworks that focus on punishment and deterrence. 

Some victims may feel justice is not served if criminals are granted early release 

based on spiritual progress rather than legal sentencing norms. 

IX. CONCLUSION  

The relationship between spirituality and crime is nuanced but important because it has 

been demonstrated that engaging in spiritual activities might lessen criminal tendencies 

by encouraging self-control, empathy, and ethical consciousness. Spirituality has a 

significant influence on criminal behavior, acting as a deterrent to crime as well as a 

 
21 Richard. (2005). Perks for Prisoners Who Pray: Using the Coercion Test to Decide Establishment Clause 
Challenges to Faith-Based Prison Units.  the  University of Chicago Legal Forum/University of Chicago Legal 
Forum, 2005(1), 15. 
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therapeutic tool.  Although it cannot solve every problem in the criminal justice system, 

its use in rehabilitation programs has demonstrated encouraging outcomes in terms of 

encouraging offenders to change for the better. Numerous cases in India and abroad 

demonstrate the impact of rehabilitating offenders, programs like vipassana meditation 

in Indian prisons and outreach of institutions like ISKCON and Art of Living Foundation 

through initiatives like Prison Programs highlight the profound influence of spiritual 

practices in altering criminal mindset. 

However, despite its benefits, integrating spirituality into the criminal justice system 

presents several challenges. In order to allay these worries, spiritual recovery needs to 

continue being voluntary, open, and ethically supervised.  Transparency and supervision 

can stop abuse, and standardized behavioral and psychological tests should confirm its 

efficacy.  Furthermore, restorative justice models can guarantee that rehabilitation is in 

line with legal frameworks by striking a balance between accountability and spiritual 

development. 

A balanced strategy is required going forward, one that incorporates evidence-based 

spiritual and psychological treatments into criminal justice systems while also respecting 

individual beliefs. Society can strive towards a more compassionate and restorative 

response to crime and justice by acknowledging the transformational potential of 

spirituality. In regard to the subject, studies could be conducted in the direction of 

framing and analyzing the standard framework for the implementation of rehabilitation 

in Indian prison houses via means of spirituality amalgamating the convicts in 

mainstream society, and reducing the percentage of repeat offenders. 
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