
IntroDuCtIon to the 4th eDItIon. 

t. Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly

For this 4th edition of Christianity & Social Work, we found ourselves reflect-
ing on the myriad ways our authors have shared their own “truths” in this 
new volume. The most ever-present aspect of truth for us as Christian social 
work scholars and teachers is our love for the clarity of Jesus as He shares His 
word and His belief that if we abide in His teachings, His truth shall make us 
free (John 8:32). Still, as any Christian (and any social worker, Christian or 
not) knows, discerning the “truths” and practice wisdom in our field can be a 
daunting task, particularly as we strive to practice in a fast-paced, multicultural 
world that seldom slows down long enough to let us hear that small, still voice 
declaring the truth of God’s love for all the world’s people. This book reckons, 
in its own way, with that necessity for stillness and reflection that all Christian 
social workers need to prepare for their professional journeys into the complex 
and ever-changing world of social work practice. 

Our 4th edition builds on a solid foundation set by Dr. Beryl Hugen in the 
first edition, published in 1999. Attempting to create a completely new resource, 
Dr. Hugen found it difficult in those days to find enough writers to address 
the themes and topics important to our students and practitioners. Indeed, 
we seemed to be so busy practicing that we failed to share our work with one 
another. In the past decade, largely through NACSW’s focus on publications, 
Christian social workers have been more intentional about sharing our “practice 
wisdom” in writing. Through the years, by carefully adding to that pioneering 
volume, we have tried to address the particular questions of Christian students, 
teachers, and practitioners by sharing our authors’ humble truths with a busy 
and growing group of Christians in social work practice and education. 

As of 2011, there were approximately 675 MSW and BSW programs in the 
U.S, and many are housed in religiously-affiliated colleges and universities. 
In addition, many Christians are educated within non-sectarian colleges and 
universities or practicing within both religiously-affiliated and secular agencies. 
As with previous editions, it is our intention to address the historical roots of 
Christians in social work and move our field into the future by employing a 
variety of perspectives by Christian authors. As multiple authors in this book 
will make clear, there is not one way to be a Christian social worker; rather it is 
our hope that the multiplicity of voices contained here will argue for how many 
ways there are to be a faithful Christian and effective social work practitioner.
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We both work in Christian colleges, informed by our specific Christian 
traditions (Laine at Baptist Baylor, and Michael at Jesuit Catholic Loyola Chi-
cago). As teachers and researchers we are eager to see more Christian social 
work scholarship that we can draw on to help prepare our students for careers 
as practitioners. We both came to the field, in part, because of the calling of 
our Christian faith and, while we certainly don’t require the same religious 
commitment of our students, we want to speak to those who are attempting to 
integrate their faith experience with their social work preparation. We know 
from our own experiences that it can be a challenge to even raise the issues that 
are in these pages with student colleagues, faculty members, and supervisors. 
As you read these chapters, we hope you will feel energized and encouraged 
by the abundance of scholarship for Christian social workers: you are far from 
alone if you endeavor to become a social worker rooted in your own Christian 
faith experience.

As might be expected with any textbook entering its 4th edition, we were 
eager to make our new edition current and reflective of our readers’ priorities. 
To that end, in 2009-10, we reached out to NACSW members and faculty who 
have read our book and used it in the classroom to solicit their input in an 
online survey. What they told us (maybe what you told us!) was illuminating 
and encouraging. The encouraging news was that many of our respondents said 
that they loved the book and used the chapters across the various core social 
work domains (Introduction to the profession, practice, HBSE, and policy) to 
bolster their course content. Many said they used our book as the focal text for 
their practice course, or used it as a companion volume for students throughout 
their BSW or MSW course work. 

While it’s always heartening to get good feedback, we remain evidence-
based and data-driven in our approach to social work pedagogy. So we also 
wanted to know what content readers thought was missing or out of date. The 
survey data revealed some key areas that we’re pleased to include in this new 
edition: more content on the Christian roots of social welfare history, examples 
of Christian-informed interventions focused on at-risk populations; an example 
of international social work practice from a Christian perspective; an argument 
for how Evidence-based Practice (EBP) must be informed by spiritual and reli-
gious values of both social work practitioners and their clients; an overview of 
social work in congregations, and a discussion of how Christian social workers 
can work ethically and sensitively with lesbian and gay clients. We’re grateful 
to these new authors for offering their voices to the larger conversation of what 
it means to be a Christian social worker.

Connection to the Educational Policy Accreditation Standards 
In organizing this 4th edition, we have carefully considered the Educational 

Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) from the Council on Social Work 
Education. These standards shape the core content of social work curricula and 
this book engages the EPAS in each chapter. It is important for schools of social 
work to show how they prepare students to demonstrate specific competencies in 
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social work practice. To help with this integration we have included Appendices 
with charts that guide readers toward potential connections. The first chart is 
organized according to the chapters of this book and the second chart is orga-
nized by the competencies of the EPAS. We hope these tools be a helpful guide 
for students and instructors. Now we will turn to the themes of each section.

seCtIon 1
Christian roots of the social Work Profession 

The proper role of Christianity in social work practice has been debated, 
but most admit that our historical roots are Judeo-Christian. Unfortunately an 
over-simplified version of the role of Judeo-Christian thought in U.S. social 
welfare history is recorded in social work textbooks. In addition, textbooks 
often oversimplify or distort the complex relationship between friendly visi-
tors, settlement workers, and urban missionaries that served as a foundation 
for professionalizing social work. practice, perhaps the least contested relates 
to our historical roots. 

As our authors explore in Section 1, the early history of social work is 
deeply rooted in our biblical mandate to love, in Christian faith, and in social 
action to express that faith. Unfortunately, rather than exploring these narratives 
and celebrating our historical roots, our profession has often glossed over, or in 
some cases, even rewritten that history into an oversimplified version in which 
Christians are not portrayed very favorably. We intend Section 1 to provide 
a supplement and a corrective to the typical social work textbooks that may 
not speak to the Christian social worker’s desire to understand our historical 
roots in deeper ways. We thought it was fitting to begin the book and Section 1 
with Mary Anne Poe’s chapter, “Good News for the Poor,” to remind us of the 
scriptural foundations that motivate many of us. Chapter 2, “To Give Christ to 
the Neighborhood” describes Baptist and Catholic settlement houses that ex-
pressed the faith of their founders and served as a gateway to professional social 
work. Timothy Johnson recounts a very important story of African American 
Christians in Chapter 3, “The Black Church as a Prism for Exploring Christian 
Social Welfare and Social Work.” Laine Scales uses the Buckner Orphan’s Home 
as a case study in Chapter 4 to highlight child welfare efforts of church-related 
agencies in the early 20th century. The first section ends with Tanya Brice’s 
chapter, “Go and Sin No More,” an example of the pioneering work of African 
American women of faith. 

seCtIon 2
Christians Called to social Work: scriptural Basis, Worldviews and 

ethics

Related to the Christian origins of our profession is our sense of calling 
into social work. Just as the earliest Christian volunteers sought to live out 
their faith through social action, today’s Christian social workers listen to hear 
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God’s calling upon their lives. Social work students continue to report being 
motivated by religious calling in serving their clients (Canda & Furman, 2009; 
Graff, 2007). As they listen, Christian social workers seek to understand their 
own worldviews, as well as the worldviews of others and to practice ethically 
while living out their calling. Section 2 provides readings to help us explore our 
callings and worldviews, first by reviewing scriptural bases for social welfare, 
then by challenging us to think deeply about our worldviews and ethics, and 
finally by examining the stories of other social work students and alumni who 
have been called. David Sherwood launches Section 2 with Chapter 6, “The 
Relationship Between Beliefs and Values in Social Work Practice: Worldviews 
Make a Difference,” in which he challenges us to examine how worldviews 
influence our work. In Chapter 7, Beryl Hugen explores the idea of vocation in 
“Calling: A Spirituality Model for Social Work Practice.” Julia Pryce explains 
the tradition of Catholic Social Teaching in Chapter 8 and challenges students 
and teachers to exercise “the preferential option for the poor” in “Social Work 
for Social Justice: Strengthening Practice with the Poor Through Catholic Social 
Teaching.” We hope you will reflect upon your own journey toward social work 
as you read Chapter 9, “Journeys toward Integrating Faith and Practice: Students, 
Practitioners, and Faculty Share Their Stories,” written by professors T. Laine 
Scales, Helen Harris, Dennis Myers, and Jon Singletary, who interviewed their 
students and alumni. In Chapter 10, Mary Anne Poe explores a biblical and 
theological foundation of social justice in “Fairness is Not Enough: Social Justice 
as Restoration of Right Relationships” and David Sherwood closes out Section 
2 with Chapter 11 in his essay about professional ethics and our Christian faith 
as they come together in “Doing the Right Thing: A Christian Perspective on 
Ethical Decision-Making in Social Work Practice.” 

seCtIon 3 
human Behavior and spiritual Development in a Diverse World 

While the larger issue of spirituality is well-studied in social work scholar-
ship, we focus this section on an oft-neglected area of inquiry: how the Christian 
faith of social workers (and their clients) impacts the encounters inherent to 
social work practice. In Chapter 12, Hope Haslam Straughan reviews and cri-
tiques several theoretical perspectives on individual spiritual development. Jim 
R. Vanderwoerd, in Chapter 13, identifies several key biblical beliefs and values 
that provide a foundation from which to understand a Christian vision for 21st 
century social welfare, drawing on understandings of social structures rooted 
in neo-Calvinist understandings within Reformed Protestantism and Catholic 
Social Teaching. Alison Tan draws from both her own experience as a Christian 
in social work and an Evidence-Based Practice perspective to discuss what is 
known about how best to assist Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Transgender clients in 
Chapter 14. David R. Hodge and Crystal R. Holtrop present a variety of spiritual 
assessment tools useful in different social work practice settings in Chapter 15. 
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seCtIon 4
Christians in social Work Practice: Contemporary Issues 

In the same way we offer alternative views to the narratives found in typical 
social work histories, in Section 4 we offer supplementary information about 
contemporary issues in social work practice. Christian social workers may view 
their clients and their work with particular lenses; through these specific world-
views, and there is much diversity among individual Christian social workers. 
These chapters attempt to reckon with the need for social work practitioners 
(both secular and Christian alike) to reflect on the difference between merely 
good intentions and demonstrable competence. The new EPAS standards from 
the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) make clear that it is neces-
sary now for schools of social work to show how they prepare their students 
to demonstrate specific competencies in social work practice. We believe that 
the chapters in this section challenge readers to become more competent and 
evidence-informed in their approach to practice, as well as clear about how for 
many of us, being a Christian in social work is about more than just being com-
petent. It’s also (for Catholics like Michael Kelly) about building the kingdom of 
God right here, right now; for others it might be about recognizing that being a 
Christian in social work may make us susceptible to hubris and assuming that 
our good intentions are enough to help others, even if what we’re offering them 
isn’t what they asked for (as Patterson ably demonstrates in her discussion of the 
mixed blessing of Christian missions and international social work practice). 

In Chapter 16, Helen Wilson Harris leads us on a journey into understanding 
the nature and approach to professional helping according to Alan Keith Lucas, 
and in particular, “one of his core ideas—that all good helping involves the skill-
ful use of reality, empathy, and support—dimensions of the helping process that 
reflect the very nature of God.” In Chapter 17, David Sherwood posits a limited 
and cautious perspective for the role of evangelism in social work practice. In 
Chapter 18, Diana Garland and Gaynor Yancey provide insights related to how 
congregations are growing as settings for social work practice with individuals, 
children, and families. NACSW Executive Director Rick Chamiec-Case details 
the diverse array of potential models for Christians looking to integrate their 
faith and social work practice identities in Chapter 19. And following those 
themes, Alison Tan and Michael S. Kelly, in Chapter , critique the “value-neutral” 
EBP model and propose ways to infuse religious and spiritual perspectives of 
practitioners and clients into contemporary EBP thinking. Elizabeth Patterson 
shares her own story of implementing anti-oppressive international social work 
practices in Romania as part of her international Christian social work practice 
in chapter 21. And finally, Ron Carr, a long-time practitioner with gangs in 
the Pacific Northwest, teams with Michael S. Kelly in Chapter 22 to share his 
experiences bringing a unique fusion of personal history, Christian calling, and 
evidence-informed practice to his work with street gangs. 
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Conclusion: Discerning our truths with humility

We come to conclude this 4th edition renewed in our conviction that Chris-
tianity and social work have a lot to offer us when they are brought together 
successfully. The chapters in this volume attempt to do just that, with a careful 
eye towards avoiding any absolute statements about what Christianity is or 
what social work is (or perhaps most of all, what they look like when they’re 
brought together). Jesus taught us that the truth will set us free. We believe that 
God loves us enough to trust us to figure out those truths in our prayer lives, 
discussions with fellow social work colleagues, and lived experience with our 
clients. We offer this 4th edition of Christianity & Social Work to add to your 
experience as a Christian in social work and hope that you will discern some 
rich truths in the pages that follow. 
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