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CHRISTIANITY AND SOCIAL WORK

PRACTICE WITH LGBTQ CLIENTS

Dealing Competently, 
Ethically, and Faithfully 
with Hard Issues:  
The Difficult but  
Necessary Road

David A. Sherwood

Christians in professional social work practice are required to make complex 
decisions regarding the application of Christian and social work values and 
ethical principles to specific issues related to competent practice with LGBTQ 
clients in which competent ethical practitioners may disagree. This editorial 
reviews the dynamics of ethical decision-making using a principle/practice 
model, recognizing that decisions at the case level frequently involve making 
judgments that functionally prioritize legitimate values that are in tension 
with each other. The mission of NACSW and Social Work & Christianity is to 
walk the difficult middle road—clearly committed to both Christian faith and 
competent social work practice, not presuming to have the final answers in 
either, and helping members and readers to come as close to faithfulness and 
competence as possible. This special issue on Christianity and Social Work 
Practice with LGBTQ Clients provides a variety of voices and perspectives to 
challenge and encourage social workers as they deal with hard practice questions.

I T IS FITTING THAT MY LAST ISSUE AS EDITOR OF SOCIAL WORK & 
Christianity should be focused on an important, challenging area 
of social work practice about which thoughtful, competent, and 
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faithful Christians in social work do not completely agree. Or may 
disagree profoundly.

The mission of NACSW and of Social Work & Christianity has always 
been to support the ethical integration of Christianity and competent 
professional social work practice. In my inaugural editorial in 1983, I said:

I want to continue the policy of encouraging a wide variety 
of types of materials and points of view. Our goal is to serve 
those who are concerned about the integration of biblical 
Christian faith and social work practice by providing a 
forum of expression and communication. This goal is well 
served through thoughtful essays, pointed case studies, 
program reports, and book reviews, as well as scholarly 
research. (p. v)

The current journal statement says, in part, that its purpose is “to support 
and encourage the growth of social workers in the ethical integration of 
Christian faith and professional practice.”

At the same time, NACSW and Social Work & Christianity have al-
ways been committed to the understanding that faithful Christians and 
competent social workers will not always agree regarding the practice 
implications of Christian faith or evidence-based practice principles 
when applied to complex policy and practice situations. At the very first 
NACSW conference I attended in 1972 there was a vigorous motion 
put forward that NACSW should take a strong stand articulating “the 
Christian position” on a hot-button issue of the day. It became quickly 
apparent that, while relevant Christian principles were clear, there was 
no single policy, programmatic, or practice action that perfectly embodied 
“the Christian” response. 

As a consequence, NACSW and Social Work & Christianity have chosen 
to try to walk the difficult middle road—clearly committed to both Christian 
faith and competent social work practice, not presuming to have the final 
answers in either, and helping members and readers to come as close to 
faithfulness and competence as possible. Such a position will never make 
those who are convinced they do have the final answers happy.

The Principle/Practice Pyramid in Ethical Decision Making

A conceptual model that has for many years helped me find perspective 
and guidance in the challenge to embody fundamental values in complex 
life and practice situations is the “Principle/Practice Pyramid” I borrowed 
and adapted from Arthur Holmes (1984). I first found its basic ideas as an 
undergraduate in Elton Trueblood (1957, 1963). I have written in more detail 
about this elsewhere (e.g., 2016a; 2016b; 2009; 2007; 2002; 2000). However, 
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since it is relevant to the material in this special issue on Christianity and 
social work practice with LGBTQ Clients and since this is my last editorial 
chance, I am going to repeat myself here—what are they going to do, fire me? 
(Disclosure statement—the following summary includes liberal self-quoting 
and paraphrasing.)

Fundamental Worldview and Faith-based Assumptions: The base of 
the pyramid is formed by our fundamental worldview and faith-based as-
sumptions (religious or not) about the nature of the world, what it means to 
be a person, the nature of values, and the nature of knowledge. All persons, 
not just “religious” people or Christians, have no choice but to make some 
sort of faith-based assumptions about the nature of the world and meaning 
of life. For example: Do we live in a strictly materialist universe or is there 
a God? Are all values only relative and subjective or does morality have 
some ultimate foundation? This is the level where Christians are likely to 
have the broadest agreement:

Core Values or Principles: On top of and growing out of this foundation 
sits our core values or principles. As a Christian I understand these to be the 
“exceptionless absolutes” of love and justice growing out of the nature of 
God. There is no situation where these values do not apply. Most Christians 
would agree that this includes the core values expressed in the NASW Code 
of Ethics: service, social justice, dignity and worth of the person, importance 
of human relationships, integrity, and competence.

Moral or Ethical Rules: On top of and growing out of this “principle” 
layer are the moral rules that guide the application of the principles to various 
domains of life. These are “deontological” parameters that suggest what we 
morally ought to do. Biblical examples would be the Ten Commandments, 
the Sermon on the Mount, and other Biblical teachings that help us to un-
derstand what love and justice require in various spheres of life. These rules 
can guide us, but they can never provide us with absolute prescriptions for 
what we should do on the case level because in case situations often more 
than one rule or value will apply.

Cases Involving Ethical Dilemmas: At the top of the pyramid sit the 
specific cases or life situations that require us to use the principles and 
rules to make ethical judgments in the messiness of real life and practice. 
It is here that we will find ourselves in the most likelihood of conscientious 
disagreement with each other, even when we start with the same values, 
principles, and rules. 

It is at the case level that we have to resolve ethical and practical dilemmas 
in which any actual action we can take is going to advance some of our values 
(and the rules that go with them) at the expense of some of our other values (and 
the rules that go with them). Our ability to know relevant facts and to predict 
the consequences of various actions is severely limited, yet some choice must 
be made and some action taken. Good Christians may well find themselves 
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in serious disagreement among themselves as to what makes for love and 
justice in these specific situations.

Hence—Sherwood’s Maxim: You can’t maximize all values simultane-
ously. Every available action has a cost. And Sherwood’s Corollary: You have 
to make the best judgment you can at the time about which of the available 
options best approximates love and justice—and act on it. 

This judgment is informed by your knowledge and skill, but depends 
most of all on the character you have developed. For Christians, this means 
having developed the mind of Christ by being a disciple of Christ and seek-
ing the guidance of the Holy Spirit:

A Personal Application

As I have tried to be a faithful Christian and a competent social worker 
over the years, I have had to make a number of those hard judgments about 
what it means to be faithful and competent. One of the main things I have 
learned is that I need to seek for humility—theological, epistemic, intel-
lectual, and cultural. I believe that there are absolute truths and values, 
but that my personal grasp of those truths and values is excruciatingly 
finite and partial. All the while, I need to make judgments and act. Lord, 
have mercy.

One implication is that I have to live with the judgments I must make 
when my core values appear to be in tension yet decision is required. And 
I must give grace and respect to those who have conscientiously made 
different judgments than mine. I would love to believe that we can simply 
agree to disagree, but that is not always practically possible. This leads me 
to the awkward position of defending the right of people to make policies 
and take actions that I think are wrong.

Take, for example, my fifteen minutes of fame in the Southern Baptist 
Church. In 1995, Diana Garland had offered me a position on the faculty 
of the Carver School of Social Work at the Southern Baptist Seminary and 
I had accepted. But then the offer was rescinded by President Mohler. 
Why? I had been asked to write a brief statement about my position on 
four issues of concern at that time among conservative elements of the 
Southern Baptist Church. Somehow my statements passed muster on three 
of the issues, but apparently I flamed out on the question of women in 
ministry. In my statement, I allowed that God might call women as well 
as men to pastoral and leadership roles in the church. The consequences 
for me in being rejected were relatively small, but the consequences for 
the Carver School were dire. It was closed down in short order. Of course, 
out of the diaspora of the Carver School several other accredited MSW 
programs in Christian colleges and universities were born and continue 
to thrive today.
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Here’s the rub—I think that Dr. Mohler was wrong, on many levels, 
but ultimately in terms of biblical principles. But, to this day, I defend his 
right (along with the Seminary board) to hire faculty they understood to 
be in harmony with the identity and mission of the Seminary. And I defend 
the general policy of religious exemptions to non-discrimination rules in 
hiring for religiously-connected colleges and universities, even when I may 
personally not agree with particular applications of those policies and may 
not be able to conscientiously teach in some of them.

Why can’t we Christians just find unity because we agree at the levels 
of our basic faith in God and Jesus Christ and the core values of love and 
justice that grow from God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ and the scriptures? 
Because applying the rules that are derived from God’s revelation to specific 
situations is limited by our faulty understanding of both the rules and the 
facts of the case (and, perhaps, our self-centered spirit). The Pharisees thought 
Jesus and his disciples were breaking the law. Jesus replied, in essence, that 
they were using the law to avoid fulfilling its ultimate purpose of love and 
justice (for example, Mark 7).

Hard as it is, we live in the meantime, trying to apply the values of 
the Kingdom of God, on earth as it is in heaven. One consequence of this 
is that life forces us to make provisional decisions about what we can, in 
good conscience, do or not do. Or what our church can do. Or what our 
university can do. These decisions may or may not be in harmony with 
God’s ultimate judgment, but they must be made for now. And good, faith-
ful people will wind up on both sides of these judgments.

Let me take my Baptist example one step further. While I taught at 
Baylor University, my wife and I were members of a wonderful Baptist church 
(with a wonderful woman pastor, by the way). Because it was such a good 
church, many folks who came to the university as faculty or students were 
drawn to it. And many of these faculty and students were not Baptists by 
tradition or personal commitment and had not been baptized by immersion. 
Could they become official members? Could they become deacons or as-
sume other positions of leadership? The church was peaceful on the surface 
as long as this question was not specifically addressed, but it could not be 
ignored forever. As soon as the church tried to find a way to be “welcoming 
and affirming” of all Christians it had to make decisions about what it meant 
to be a Baptist church in terms of doctrine and practice, including the issue 
of baptism. I don’t think anyone in the church thought they were making 
an ultimate decision on behalf of God, but they thought they had to make a 
decision about the nature of this particular congregation and what it meant 
to be a member and a leader. 

Decisions on the personal, congregational, or institutional level have 
to be made and they have the inevitable consequence of functionally includ-
ing and excluding. If I am a member of that church, I then have to make 
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the decision regarding whether (all things considered) the consequences 
require me to leave or permit me to stay. The answer is usually not obvious, 
because there are always multiple values at stake and any action will come 
at the cost of some of those values. If I decide I must leave, that does not 
mean that every one who makes a different decision is evil. 

If you are not a Baptist, you may be thinking this whole problem is 
just ridiculous. Why would Christians ever come to a parting of ways over 
such a thing? I would argue that this is just the kind of thing that inevitably 
happens when we are required to make judgments regarding the application 
of our core values, the rules that inform our application of our values, and 
the value dilemmas found in decisions about particular cases.

Here is one more personal example, one that is more directly pertinent 
to this special issue. At the time of this writing, my own church and the 
denominational structure with which it is associated is going through the 
challenging process of making functional decisions about its understanding 
and practices regarding biblical teaching as it relates to persons who are 
LGBTQ. In the next few months, regardless of what we might variously 
believe personally, decisions are being made that will affect our congrega-
tion, our relationships with each other, and our relationships with the other 
congregations in this group. 

I have come to the place in my spiritual journey and understanding of 
both the scriptures and the revelation of God in Jesus Christ that compels 
me to be both welcoming and affirming of all of my brothers and sisters 
as companions on the journey of growing up into the image of Christ. I 
pray that we can all help one another to come to a better understanding 
of what that means, and what it is going to cost us. My prayer is that, at 
minimum, my church will decide that disagreements about biblical teaching 
in this matter are not grounds for division and that individual congrega-
tions may make different choices regarding the path to take. But what if 
the denomination group does not make such a decision? Or, what if my 
congregation does not make such a decision? Then I am faced with some 
very hard choices, none of which will “maximize all of my values.” I will 
have to decide and act. But I will know that good and conscientious people 
have made other choices.

NACSW and This Special Issue

I have shared some of my own experiences and conclusions. I do not 
presume to speak for NACSW in regard to my personal judgments. I have 
spoken only to represent and illustrate a little of how we all must deal 
with hard issues and choices while maintaining a spirit of humility and 
respect for those who may understand and choose differently. It will never 
be easy to live out the words of the apostle Paul, who urged us to “walk 
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in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all 
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 
eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:1-3).

I have tried to explain why NACSW tries “walk the walk the difficult 
middle road—clearly committed to both Christian faith and competent 
social work practice, not presuming to have the final answers in either, 
and helping members to come as close to faithfulness and competence as 
possible.” Individual Christians, congregations, denominations, or perhaps 
sub-groups of Christians in social work may have to make functional 
choices. NACSW has seen itself as a place where Christians in social work 
can come together to learn from one another as we try to understand and 
act regarding hard choices. This special issue is one more attempt to be 
that place.

In this special issue on Christianity and Social Work Practice with 
LGBTQ Clients, you will find a variety of voices and perspectives. Some 
are reports of research, some are essays, and some are personal narratives. I 
suspect that most will find things that delight you and things that infuriate 
you. The sample is limited and incomplete but we hope that the articles you 
read here will challenge and encourage you as Christians and social workers.

May we help each other on the journey; “speaking the truth in love, 
we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from 
whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with 
which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s 
growth in building itself up in love” (Eph. 4:15-16).  v
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Personal Postscript: 
It has been a true labor of love for me to have served as editor of 

Social Work & Christianity since 1983. The journal has undergone many 
changes and expansions over the years. When I started, it was published 
twice a year, was about 50-60 pages in length, and was one step beyond 
being mimeographed. For many years now it has been published quarterly, 
been 125+ pages in length, and had a much more professional design and 
appearance. I will admit that for some years I had to learn how to use 
PageMaker and did the preparation for printing myself.

It has been a privilege to work with the faithful editorial review board 
and the associate editors in the editorial group. We have aimed for relevance 
for Christians in social work, academic and intellectual rigor, and a sup-
portive, developmental approach to reviewing and editing manuscripts.

I have often been stretched to find the time to do good work amid the 
many other responsibilities of family, work, and church, but now I wonder 
what I am going to do with all the newfound time. I will deeply miss the 
relationships and friends that have been nourished over the years through 
my work with the journal. I guess I need to get out of the house and make 
more friends in Newberg. Maybe practice the trombone more.  v

David A. Sherwood, Ph.D., LICSW, ACSW, Editor-in-Chief, Social 
Work & Christianity, 812 N. Meridian Street #1, Newberg, OR. Phone: 
(503) 550-9803. Email: david@sherwoodstreet.com.
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