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INTRODUCTION TO THE 4™ EDITION.

T. Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly

For this 4" 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 4" 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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2 T Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly

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 4™ 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 4" 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



Introduction 3

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 20" 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 4™ 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 4" 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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CHRISTIAN ROOTS OF THE
SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION







CHAPTER 1

GOOD NEWS FOR THE POOR: CHRISTIAN
INFLUENCES ON SOCIAL WELFARE

Mary Anne Poe

For the United States of America, the wealthiest and most powerful country in
the world, the question of what to do about the poor in our midst is a haunt-
ing question. How do the poor impact our economy and political system — our
freedom and well-being — our rights and privileges? How does American pros-
perity affect the poor? The United States has to address the problem because of
concern for the very ideals that are American. It also has to address the problem
because widespread poverty leads inevitably to social unrest.

For Christians, the question of what to do about the poor raises even more
critical concerns. How does God want the poor to be treated? What does the
Bible say? What is our responsibility as individuals and as part of the church to
our poor neighbors? How should Christians try to influence the political and
economic systems?

Social welfare programs and policies are a response to questions that arise in
each generation. Why should we care about the poor? How do we determine who
deserves help and who does not? Should we attempt to change individual hearts
or change social structures in order to alleviate poverty? Who is responsible for
the poor? Programs and policies always reflect our values about the nature of poor
people and our responsibility to them. What we do as a society about poverty, what
programs and policies we develop, depends on how we answer these questions.

Like music in a symphony, there have been themes that recur in the relation-
ship between programs and policies that serve the poor and the belief systems
that inform them. The political, economic, and social contexts give shape to
particular programs and policies that emphasize specific beliefs that vary in
different historic periods. Political, economic, and social conditions interact
with belief systems in unpredictable ways at various times to influence views
of poverty (Dobelstein, 1986). This chapter highlights some of those themes
as they have been experienced through history and how Christian faith and
practice have intersected with the public arena to address needs.

Biblical Principles Regarding the Poor

The Bible records God’s revelation to people and how humans have re-
sponded to God. The biblical record, taken as a whole, supports specific prin-
ciples about what it means to be human and how humans should relate to God,

9



10 Mary Anne Poe

to other people, and to the environment. Some of the fundamental premises in
the biblical record set the stage for social welfare history. These basic premises
have been described in more detail by others (Keith-Lucas, 1989; Sider, 2007),
but generally include the following:

Humans are created beings designed for relationship with others. They
are interdependent.

God is concerned for justice and right relationships among people.

In these relationships humans can do great good or great harm.

Humans have the ability and responsibility to choose, perhaps not their
particular life circumstances, but how they will respond to their life
circumstances.

Humans have value and dignity.

Work is a natural part of human nature and contributes to one’s sense of
worth and dignity.

The ability to create wealth is a gift.

Material and environmental resources should be shared. They do not
“belong” to any one person or group. Stewardship is the human re-
sponsibility to share resources fairly.

God has a special concern for those who are disadvantaged.

The earliest biblical records reveal distinctive guidelines for the care of the
poor. The guidelines are shaped by the covenant relationship of a people with
their God who represented love and justice. If God is Creator, then all human
life should be treated with respect and care. This is a way to honor God. The
guidelines apply not only to individuals and families, but also to the larger
community and society.

The ancient Hebrew idea of charity, tsedekah, is directly related to the concept
of justice (Morris, 1986). The helper benefited from the act of charity as well
as the one receiving help. It was a reciprocal benefit that balanced relationships
between people. In the Scriptures, God specified the need for interdependent
relationships and charity as an aspect of this. The prophet Micah summed up
this principle by stating, “He has showed you, O people, what is good. And
what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk
humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). God intended that society benefit by shar-
ing resources among all its members in a just and equitable way.

The Old Testament law specified how the community should provide care
and to whom. God’s people were supposed to be hospitable to strangers and
foreigners (Exodus 22:21; Hebrews 13:2). The Sabbath and Jubilee years restored
property and maintained a more equitable distribution of resources (Leviticus 25;
Exodus 21: 1-11; Deuteronomy 15: 12-18). Those with wealth were supposed to
leave grains in the fields for the poor (Leviticus 19: 9-10; Ruth). Communities
and families cared for widows and orphans (Deuteronomy 14: 28-29; 26:12).
They were to offer kind treatment to slaves and debtors and provide a means
for them to gain their freedom (Deuteronomy 15). Lenders were to make loans
without charging interest (Exodus 22: 25; Deuteronomy 15: 1-11).
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God is known for avenging the mistreatment of the weak (Psalm 9:8, 12,
16; 10: 17-18). The prophets railed against the people and nations that failed
to behave mercifully and justly with the poor. They voiced words of judgment
when the laws were ignored (Isaiah 59: 15; Ezekiel 34: 1-6; Amos 4: 1-3; Amos
5:21-24; Zechariah 7: 8-14; Malachi 3:5). Those who could work were expected
to do so, but the laws were aimed at the community and required the kind of
compassion toward the poor that God himself had demonstrated. God’s word
strongly asserts that God is just and wants people to behave in a just and caring
way toward one another, and especially toward the weak (Sider, 2007).

The New Testament added a new and more challenging idea to the care of
the poor. Jesus’ life serves as a model for all to follow. The four Gospels record the
behavior of Jesus toward those who were disenfranchised. The message to those
who will hear it is to “follow Jesus,” do what Jesus did. Jesus asked his followers
to love others as he loved. The reason to care about the poor is not simply the
reciprocal benefit of charity or obedience to the Old Testament laws, but one’s
commitment to God. One cares about others, especially the poor, not because
it brings benefit but because that person in need is made in the image of God:
“Whatever you do for one of the least of these, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40).

The New Testament also proclaims God’s concern for justice. Jesus an-
nounced his mission in his first public message in the synagogue in Nazareth.
He read from the prophet Isaiah,

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and
recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of
the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18-19)

His ministry was characterized by attention to the weak and helpless and
oppressed. The early church adopted the same standard of care so that “there was
no poverty among them, because people who owned land or houses sold them
and brought the money to the apostles to give to others in need” (Acts 4:34).
The apostle James warned the church about unequal distribution of material
resources (James 5: 1-6) and about prejudicial treatment based on one’s social
class (James 2: 1-17).

The Bible supports the value of work and the accompanying idea that one’s
ability to create wealth is a gift. Adam and Eve worked in the Garden even before
their fall into sin. The story of Job shows that wealth can be transitory and is
subject to God’s control. Jesus himself worked as a carpenter. The apostle Paul
admonishes believers to “settle down and get to work and earn your own liv-
ing,” and “whoever does not work should not eat” (Il Thessalonians 3: 10-12).

Social Welfare History in Western Cultures

Biblical principles about human relationships and God’s will for humans
have had a profound impact on social welfare history in the Western hemisphere.
The earliest records of church life reveal radical efforts to be sure that material
and spiritual needs were met. The book of Acts states that material resources
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were shared in the community so that none were needy. The early church stressed
the need to provide help to the poor even if some that were helped were not
deserving of it. The church was a “haven of vital mutual aid within the pagan
environment” (Troeltsch, 1960, 134).

The charity of the early church was formulated in small Christian communi-
ties that had little or no influence on the state in the early years under Roman
rule. Christianity began with many, but not all, members from the poorer classes
because most people were from these ranks (Stark, 1996). The aim was to show
God’s love. The church was not a political movement and thus not necessarily
directed at prompting social reform.

The human tendency of those with sufficient means to try to distinguish
the deserving from the undeserving emerged regularly and in contrast to the
earliest biblical teachings. Some early Christian leaders responded to this hu-
man tendency toward judgment. Chrysostom of Antioch in the fourth century
was a strong advocate for charity based on the need of the giver to share. He
was concerned with the heart of the giver and the need for those who had suf-
ficient means to share with those who did not. Gregory of Nanzianus believed
that a lack of care for the poor was a greater sin than giving to the undeserving
poor (Keith-Lucas, 1989). The tension between the idea of charity as a need
of the giver’s soul and charity to simply meet the needs of the poor has existed
throughout social welfare history.

As Christianity spread through the Roman Empire and beyond, it began to
exert more influence on political, economic, and social policies. Thus, by the
time Constantine institutionalized Christianity as the “state” religion, biblical
ideas of justice and charity held some political power. By the Middle Ages, the
church and state were enmeshed with the church taking the lead role in the
care of the poor as well as many other matters of political or economic interest.
Over time the church’s initial interest in showing God’s care for the poor was
overshadowed by interest in maintaining a seat of power in the political arena.
After the Middle Ages, the church’s power diminished. The Renaissance, the
Industrial Revolution, the Enlightenment, and the Modern Era all had the ef-
fect of shifting political and economic power from the church to more secular
entities. The locus of control for social welfare shifted as well.

Who Is Responsible for the Social Welfare?

A major theme through history has addressed the question of who is respon-
sible for the poor. As Christianity developed and became more institutionalized,
the social welfare system also developed. The church provided social services
—not always with compassion or justice- but nevertheless motivated by biblical
imperatives. It amassed an enormous amount of property after Constantine’s
rule and through the Middle Ages, some of which was to be used for the benefit
of the poor. The bishop of each diocese was the patron for the poor (Troeltsch,
1960). Hospitals, hospices and sanctuary were typical services provided by the
church for those who did not get aid through the feudal system (Keith-Lucas,
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1989). Tithing was a prominent aspect of life in the church. Usually one-third
of the tithe was designated for the care of the poor (Dolgoff & Feldstein, 2003.
The giving of charity became a way to earn one’s salvation.

The state was reluctant to assume responsibility for the poor early in western
history. In England, The Statute of Labourers in 1349 was the first law enacted
that gave government the responsibility. The value of work and a person’s re-
sponsibility to provide for family dominated its formulation. The law’s intent
was less charitable than a means to control labor and the behaviors of poor
people (Dolgoff & Feldstein, 2003. A series of Poor Laws followed the Statute
of Labourers from its passage in 1349 to the mid-1800s. The shift had begun
from church responsibility for the poor to government responsibility. Beginning
with the Poor Laws, the state gradually accepted a role in oversight. The church
and its biblical understandings, though, helped to shape the laws because the
bishops sat in the House of Lords and government officials were drawn from
the clergy. As government involvement increased, church acceptance of respon-
sibility slowly abated (Popple and Leighninger, 2005). However, individual
church members or clergy continued to provide leadership and personnel for
the actual work of relief.

Social Control

The need for order has had great popularity during certain periods of time as
away to control the poor. Reasons and motives for helping the poor are numer-
ous. On one extreme is the biblical imperative to love as God loved. Christian
believers have Jesus as a model for how to care about the most marginalized
and oppressed people. Biblical injunctions include doing justice, showing mercy,
valuing every life regardless of circumstances, and personal responsibility and
freedom to behave in a manner that contributes to the good of all. At the same
time a reason for helping the poor developed out of a need to regulate the social
and economic order, to encourage productive work and discourage dependency.
The Poor Laws were, in part, designed to regulate labor and the migration of
people from one community to another. Minimum wage laws and various tax
laws are also a means to regulate poverty through control of the economic system
(Piven and Cloward, 1993).

Reasons for helping the poor and efforts toward that end can begin with
the best of intentions and after time become sidetracked. The poor can be hurt
by the very efforts designed to help. Assistance given in the name of Christ but
not in the spirit of Christ is perhaps capable of doing the greatest harm (Keith-
Lucas, 1989; Perkins, 1993). Those who profess to help, yet are judgmental,
patronizing, or cruel, do not reflect the manner of help prescribed by God. Some
would argue that the emergence of state-operated “help” for the poor tended
to shift the emphasis from one of charity as outlined by the model of Jesus to
one of social control.
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Personal Responsibility

During the period of the Protestant Reformation in the church, the culture
changed from an agrarian one built on a communitarian spirit to an industrial
society focused on individual rights and responsibility. Families were more iso-
lated and less interdependent. Understanding of many biblical principles was
shifting as well. Rather than the one Holy Catholic Church representing the
biblical tradition and having authority to interpret biblical principles, the reform
movement sanctioned individual responsibility to God for understanding and
interpreting scripture and for how to live one’ faith. Martin Luther, John Calvin,
and the Anabaptists stressed personal salvation and church authority became
less hierarchical. Anyone who had faith could relate to God and interpret the
Bible. Though all Christian groups continued to give consideration to the poor,
the emphasis on personal responsibility meant that the poor, too, were respon-
sible to live holy lives. God would bless faithful believers (Keith-Lucas, 1989).

The reformers were outraged at the abuses of power perpetrated by the
church. They decried the greed of the ecclesiastical establishment and sought
to restore biblical concern for individual dignity and faith (Couture, 1991).
The perspective on social welfare was also shifting. Biblical imperatives to show
compassion and mercy had ebbed in relation to the need to urge the poor toward
personal responsibility and labor. The “principle of less eligibility” established
in the Poor Laws continued to ensure that those who labored would not have
less material resources than those who received aid (Dolgoff & Feldstein, 2003).
Rigorous scrutiny and early means tests prevented those who were considered
“undeserving” from enjoying the benefits of aid. The theology of the Protestant
Reformation focused on personal salvation and holiness, challenged church
authority as it had been practiced by Roman Catholics, and encouraged hard
work and thriftiness. The Protestant work ethic became the standard applied
to poor people and to social welfare programs.

The English Poor Laws crossed the Atlantic and shaped the social welfare
system in the American colonies (Trattner, 1998; Axinn and Stern, 2004). Still,
the Judeo-Christian tradition provided the philosophical basis for treatment of
the poor (Hugen & Scales, 2002). Biblical principles, though often misconstrued
in actual practice, remained the rationale for the system that existed. The bib-
lical belief in the value of work and the responsibility to care for one’s family
became the dominant philosophical basis for almost all social welfare programs.
Principles that were powerfully informed by the life and work of Jesus and the
early church, however, were weakened by the traditions of church and society.

Personal Regeneration and Social Change

Two religious movements of the nineteenth century had particular influence
on the administration of social welfare. The first of these was revivalism. The pe-
riods of the Great Awakenings stressed personal regeneration and holiness. Those
transformed by the power of God were called to service in the world. The goal for
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the revivalist was dynamic Christian faith that would change society as a whole.
George Whitefield and George Muller established orphanages. Jonathan Edwards
advocated for American Indians who were being exploited by settlers. Many
leaders of the abolitionist movement were products of revivals, including Harriet
Beecher Stowe, John Woolman, and Charles Finney (Cairns, 1986). Numerous
social ministries emerged as a result of spiritual revivals. These included urban
mission centers, abolitionist societies, the Salvation Army, the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association (YMCA), the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU),
and Volunteers of America (Timothy Smith, 2004; Magnuson & Magnuson, 2004
Cairns, 1986). The revivals sparked concern for the spiritual salvation of souls
and also for the overall welfare of society (Cairns, 1986; Poe, 2002).

The second religious trend affecting social welfare practices in the nineteenth
century was the social gospel movement (Trattner, 1998). Theological liberal-
ism of the nineteenth century was an attempt to make the Christian tradition
congruent with the prevailing scientific naturalism of the day. Theologians
like Walter Rauschenbusch and Washington Gladden articulated this theology
for the academy. Charles Sheldon popularized it with his novel, In His Steps.
Interestingly, a phrase from this book, “What would Jesus do?” re-emerged in
evangelical Christian circles in the last decade of the twentieth century (Poe,
2002). The social gospel focused on building the kingdom of God on earth. It
adopted the popular scientific methodologies of the day and hoped for social
change based on humanitarian ideals rather than regenerate hearts.

This more liberal theology called into question long-standing “fundamen-
tals” of the faith. The nature of Scripture and the doctrines of creation and
Christology were subjected to scientific analysis. Liberal theologies minimized
the supernatural aspects of faith while more conservative theologies emphasized
them. The divergent theologies caused the two groups to disassociate from each
other in their works of service in the world. Whereas liberal theologies contrib-
uted to the rise of the profession of social work and increased governmental
oversight of social welfare (Wenocur and Reisch, 2001), conservative theologies
focused on church growth, evangelism and the future kingdom of God, and
distanced themselves from secular attempts to reform society by good works.

Philosophies dominant in the twentieth century in the United States -- natural-
ism, materialism, and capitalism-- do not necessarily reflect a Christian worldview
that demands care for others because they are valued creations of God. These
philosophies emphasize productivity, the value of work and wealth, and order
in society. The profession of social work, though, espouses values of celebrating
the worth and dignity of every person regardless of their circumstances. As David
Sherwood asserts, it is only fair to ask of the profession “where did these values
come from and what gives them moral authority”? (Sherwood, 1997,122).

Social Casework and Social Reform

The growth of the profession of social work in the late nineteenth century
illustrates another recurring dilemma. Can poverty be eliminated by helping
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one person at a time — the social casework method? Or is poverty best fought
by social reform as reflected in the settlement house movement? Through his-
tory, both approaches have been used by church and state. The early church
functioned as a community in which no one had need (Acts 4:32-34). The Great
Awakenings of the nineteenth century resulted in organized efforts to change
aspects of the social order such as abolishing slavery. At other times, the focus
was on one individual poor person at a time. For many Christians, poverty is
simply a spiritual matter healed by spiritual regeneration. As people are con-
verted, society itself will be transformed. This thinking especially dominates
some forms of evangelicalism. For other Christians, poverty is a reflection of
an unjust society that needs reform. Conversion of individual souls is not the
focus for these Christians, but rather social action.

The state also has approached aid to the poor by addressing individual
needs for change as well as changing social structures. Income transfer programs
are directed at individual poor people who deserve aid to enable them to rise
above poverty level. Programs such as Head Start, though, reflect a broader
institutional effort to change the nature of the poor community to allow more
equal opportunity in the market place. The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 captured both of these
methods to some extent, though the emphasis is clearly individual reform. In
this Act, assistance is time-limited with expectations that the poor will enter
the labor market quickly. Individuals can lose benefits if they do not comply
with certain lifestyle rules. For example, a mother under age eighteen must live
at her parents’ home or in another adult-supervised setting and attend school.
Welfare mothers must identify the fathers of their children and convicted drug
felons need not apply. To encourage steady employment, states can use funds
for employment supports like childcare. Tax laws and minimum wage laws are
examples of addressing the economic system in order to reduce poverty. The
Earned Income Tax Credit is an example of a policy that “helps the poor, rewards
work, strengthens the family, and discourages welfare” (Sider, 2007, 103).

The Welfare State

The early twentieth century was a period of growth and prosperity for the
nation, which was still relatively young. As the free market economy matured,
the United States clearly represented the land of opportunity. Immigrants flooded
the borders. Natural resources abounded for the consumption of the relatively
small population and a political system based on liberty and justice for all created
an environment in which anyone supposedly could succeed. By the twentieth
century the state was established as the primary caretaker for the poor and in
this role often overlooked the contributions made by faith-based organizations
(Vanderwoerd, 2002).

A prosperous nation or person tends to have little tolerance for those who
cannot or do not succeed. Though Judeo-Christian ideology was still a strong un-
dercurrent for most American life at this time, the increasing strength of liberalism,
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materialism, and capitalism deeply impacted public welfare policy (Dobelstein,
1986). The American ideals of rugged individualism and hard work suggested
that the poor simply needed the influence and advice of those who had succeeded.
Material relief was viewed as more handicap than aid. Many felt that material
relief and ill-informed charity promoted laziness and pauperism. (Wilson, 1996)

The Depression of the 1930’ presented an occasion to question views that
held individuals alone responsible for their poverty. American society confronted
the reality that poverty often was a consequence of the condition of the economic
system rather than simply believing that poverty resulted from immoral living
or unwise personal decisions. Congress responded with the Social Security Act
in 1935 and other New Deal legislative acts that addressed economic needs. The
Social Security Act assured aid to the elderly, the needy, the blind, and dependent
children. The New Deal established responsibility for the poor firmly in the seat
of government (Trattner, 1998; Levitan, Mangum, Mangum, & Sum, 2003).

While faith-based groups continued to provide much relief, the ultimate
authority in American society for developing social welfare programming was
given to government. What had begun to happen in the latter part of the Middle
Ages and during the Industrial Revolution with the Poor Laws was complete.
Certainly the philosophical basis for society paying attention to the poor still
had some connection with the Judeo-Christian tradition of charity, but in reality
the principle of stabilizing the economy and maintaining social order guided
policy making. Government had decided that poverty would always be an is-
sue and that it was the role of government to give oversight (Levitan, Mangum,
Mangum, & Sum, 2003).

Government policies and programs established rigorous means tests to
determine a person’s eligibility for aid. The presumption persisted that many
recipients of aid were out to defraud the generosity of others. The “principle of
less eligibility” remained. Aid provided subsistence support but nothing more.
Processes for accessing aid were often designed to protect the system rather than
serve the needs of the poor. Social welfare had changed quite dramatically from
that demonstrated by early Christian believers of the first few centuries after Christ.

Welfare policies since World War II have tended to sway back and forth in
levels of generosity. During the Johnson era, the War on Poverty had the lofty
vision of eradicating poverty. While its goals were hardly attained, there is some
evidence that this era established a safety net for most of the poor (Trattner,
1998). At least most could be assured of having food and basic medical care.
In this period, solving the problem of poverty involved adjusting social and
economic systems and providing services to support families.

The Reagan/Bush years of the 1980’s emphasized different priorities. Pov-
erty was still a problem, but the goal was to eradicate dependency. Programs
and services were designed to relieve the federal government of responsibility
for the poor and to turn welfare recipients into full participants in the regular
market economy. When Clinton became President the goal was to “end welfare
as we know it.” Welfare reform legislation passed in 1996 with the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). This act
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essentially ended the federal guarantee of help for poor families with dependent
children and signaled massive change in the structure and scale of the American
social welfare system (Mink, 1999; Dolgoff & Feldstein , 2003; Boyer, 2006;
Ozawa & Yoon, 2005). It shifted the administration of relief from the federal
government to states in block grants. The act was predicated on the belief that
poor relief could be better managed closer to home. The 1996 welfare reform
legislation also assumed that the free market system was a level playing field
where the poor could be motivated toward self-sufficiency (Wilson, 1996).

The Importance of Social, Political, and Economic Context

By the 1990s, the years of the Depression that caused the nation to realize
the need for a federalized system of public welfare had faded out of memory.
Many people believed that the welfare system created in the 1930’ spawned a
different and dangerous set of values from the American ideals of work, inde-
pendence, and family. Much in the United States had changed since the earliest
European settlements. The economic system was mature and now dominated
worldwide markets. Society had evolved from an agrarian one to an industrial
one to a technological and global one. Furthermore, the nation that had begun
with decidedly Judeo-Christian values had become more and more pluralistic
and postmodern. These changes in culture influenced the treatment of the poor
and the programs and policies formulated to address their needs. The evangelical
Christian focus on personal salvation and holiness reinforced the American belief
system that each person must be independent and self-sufficient. Conservative
political and economic analysts, such as Charles Murray and Lawrence Mead, as-
cribed the ills of poverty to the “negative effects of welfare” (Wilson, 1996, 164).

The devolution of welfare policy administration from the federal to the state
level that occurred in 1996 with PRWORA demonstrates on another level the
power of context to influence how people experience the system. Constituent
characteristics, such as race, ethnicity and economic well-being, and available
resources that vary by state are factors that impact policies and programs of
aid. Different approaches by the different states since 1996 reflect a wide range
of values and priorities that drive social welfare policy. The combination of
variables related to context create distinct and unique policies and services
(Fellowes & Rowe, 2004).

The twentieth century had ushered in welfare states, both in the United
States and in Europe. A difference in the social welfare systems is found in the
fundamentally different premises of American and European thought and the
very different political and economic contexts. The two contexts illustrated by
the United States and Europe after World War II demonstrate the power of the
political, economic, and social context in shaping social welfare policies. After
World War II, Europe was devastated. The entire society needed to be rebuilt.
The United States, in contrast, had not experienced as much loss during the
war. The Depression that preceded the war had ended and American values of
independence and productivity dominated. American welfare has tended to
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focus on particular groups, such as the aged, blind, disabled, or orphaned. The
“doctrine of less eligibility” prevails and the valuing of rugged individualism
dominates. The European system places more emphasis on a communitarian
belief system. Consequently, social welfare in Europe tends to be more generous
and more inclusive. Social benefits related to health care, housing, child care,
employment, and income support tend to be applicable to the entire population
rather than limited benefits targeted to particular groups as in the United States
(Wilson, 1996; Pedersen, 2006).

Faith-Based Initiatives

Those with biblical faith have always been concerned for the poor, but
with the rise of the modern welfare states in the United States and Europe, the
church has not prioritized a corporate responsibility for social welfare policies
and programs. Charitable Choice provisions in the welfare reform legislation
of 1996 created possibilities for partnerships between church and state that
had essentially been closed since the New Deal of the 1930s. (Sider, 2007;
Sherwood, 1998; Hodge, 1998 Vanderwoerd, 2002; Sherman, 2003). In January
2001, President Bush established the White House Office of Faith-Based and
Community Initiatives (OFBCI). President Obama changed the name to the
Office of Faith-based and Neighborhood Partnerships in 2009. The assignment
for this office has been to strengthen the collaboration of government with
faith-based and community organizations providing social services. This office
appeals to the Judeo-Christian tradition of compassion and care for the poor
and to the economic and political view that the poor are often best helped by
non-governmental services. The question arises of who is responsible to care
for the poor and how is help best given, and whether the state or faith-based
initiatives should be the driving force behind social welfare policy (Belcher,
Fandetti, & Cole, 2004).

Global Context

While economic prosperity and tax cuts, education reform, and faith-based
initiatives were Bush’s emphases upon taking the oath of office in January 2001,
the terrorist events of September 11, 2001, radically changed the political and
economic landscape. Global realities and needs took center-stage and displaced
concern for domestic social welfare policy. Attention on the war in Iraq and
Afghanistan, extreme poverty in much of the world, and the continuing ravages
of AIDS and other diseases has diverted much public attention away from the
“compassionate conservatism” directed at domestic policy that carried Bush into
office. With Obama’s election in 2008, the American public seemed to be seeking
greater balance between concern for safety from terrorism and engagement with
world problems and concern for the social and economic well-being of its own
citizens in need. The contentious struggle to pass health care reform legislation
in 2009, the economic downturn beginning in 2007, angry rhetoric about illegal
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immigration, the continuing global fight against terrorism, and the inefficiency in
response to natural and human disasters such as the earthquake in Haiti, the flood-
ing in Pakistan, and the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico all signify the challenges in
finding just solutions to problems that affect the United States and extend globally.

Christians who heed the call to follow Jesus should be very concerned about
global social welfare and how the actions of the United States impact the rest of
the world. For the richest and most powerful nation on earth to be knowledgeable
about devastating poverty and disease and war in some nations and continue
to live in its ease evokes the prophetic voice of the Old Testament: “Away with
your hymns of praise! They are only noise to my ears. I will not listen to your
music, no matter how lovely it is. Instead I want to see a mighty flood of justice,
a river of righteous living that will never run dry” (Amos 5:23). “I despise the
pride and false glory of Israel, and I hate their beautiful homes. I will give this
city and everything in it to their enemies” (Amos 6:8).

Biblical faith calls Christians to practice good citizenship by being engaged
in the public discourse about social welfare policies and programs and the
impact of all policies on the poor in the world. The reality for the twenty-first
century is a global economy. It is this political and economic context that will
shape U.S. policy in the years ahead. Today, social welfare policies are inevitably
linked to the global marketplace. Minimum wage laws, immigration laws, labor
and trade laws will all influence how the poor are treated in the United States
as well as around the world. The relationship of faith-based organizations and
their provision of social services with the government system of social services
will also continue to be a dominant theme.

Conclusion

The biblical narrative primarily challenges the non-poor to create condi-
tions for the poor that are just and caring. God does not allow the prosperous
to simply wallow in their comfort. In so doing, they become oppressors. Rather,
God wants people to have open hands and hearts to the poor, to overflow with
generosity and concern. The responsibility is given to family, friends, and com-
munity to offer “a liberal sufficiency so that their needs are met” (Sider, 2007, 70).

Details of time and place vary dramatically. Social, political, religious,
and economic systems create contexts that warrant a variety of methods and
approaches to dealing with poverty and influence understanding of the poor.
The Bible says that we will have the poor with us always (Deuteronomy 15:11;
Matthew 26:11). The biblical imperative to care for the poor and the weak in a
manner that empowers them and values their worth and dignity as persons has
not changed. What distinguishes followers of Christ is a fundamental commit-
ment to continually work to support the most vulnerable members of society
for all are God’s children and made in God’s image. Whether it is organizing
a soup kitchen or challenging tax policies, the call of God for Christians is to
bring good news to the poor. This is the mission for social workers as well.
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CHAPTER 2

“TO GIVE CHRIST TO THE
NEIGHBORHOOD”: A CORRECTIVE LOOK
AT THE SETTLEMENT MOVEMENT AND
EARLY CHRISTIAN SOCIAL WORKERS

T. Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly

The history of Christianity and social work is long-standing, dense, com-
plicated, contested, and ever-evolving, all the way up to the present day. This
article will certainly not settle all the myriad debates about the proper role of
Christian belief in social work practice, nor will it attempt to comprehensively
survey this nearly 130-year old history of Christianity and social work in the
United States. Rather, by focusing on the early history of social work in the
United States in two cities (Louisville and Chicago) we hope to show just how
long-standing and complicated the relationship between Christian missionary
work and social work practice has been, from the outset of social work’s early
attempts to identify its own professional identity.

In addition to discussing the efforts to address the needs of the poor in Lou-
isville and Chicago, these diverse approaches to Christian and secular social work
practice show how hard it was in those early years to draw strong distinctions
between Christian and secular social workers in what they did, why they did it,
and how they explained their work to others. Indeed these distinctions, while
not unimportant to Charity Organization Society and settlement house workers
in the late 19 century to be sure, have only become more sharply drawn in the
last century, as our profession writes its own history into a reality that may not
resemble much of what actually was happening in those early years.

We start this article with two brief overviews of the Charity Organization
Society (COS) movement and settlement house (SH) movement; then move
into a discussion of two Christian settlement houses: a Protestant example in
Louisville, Kentucky, and a Catholic example in Chicago. Finally, we consider
what these histories (largely unwritten or marginalized in social work scholarship
and textbooks) tell us about the role(s) of Christians in social work practice.

Overview of Early U.S. Social Welfare History 1870-1920
Most introductory social work courses address some facet of our profession’s
early history, usually by discussing two early movements that largely predate

what we consider now to be “professional” social work practice: the Charity Or-
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ganization Society (COS) movement and the settlement house (SH) movement.
Our recent content analysis of seven commonly-used introductory social work
textbooks found that without exception, these two movements were addressed
separately and often used to draw distinctions between the two different ways
that early social workers were involved in helping the poor and changing society.
Indicative of the need for the kind of corrective emphasis we undertake
in this article, none of the textbooks characterized the Christian roots of so-
cial work history in its actual complexity, preferring to identify COS workers
as religiously-motivated and SH workers as secular change agents. While the
focus of this article will be on settlement houses, a brief overview of the two
movements will provide an important context for our claim that the story of our
development as a profession is more complex than what is typically reported.

The Charity Organization Movement

The charity organization movement that emerged in the United States in the
late nineteenth century was inspired by a similar movement in Great Britain, in
reaction to a perceived proliferation of charities that practiced almsgiving without
investigating the circumstances of recipients. The movement’s followers sought
changes in the way charities responded to need based on three key assumptions:
that urban poverty was caused by the moral deficiencies of the poor, that poverty
could only be eliminated by the correction of these deficiencies in individuals,
and that various charity organizations would need to cooperate to bring about
this change (Ginzberg, 1990).

The COS movement flourished in the United States. In fact, by the 1890s,
over a hundred American cities had charity organization societies. Journals like
Lend-a-Hand (Boston) and Charities Review (New York) were created to promote
ideas and annual meetings of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections
(one of the ancestors of today’s National Association of Social Workers) provided
opportunities for leaders to discuss common concerns (Boyer, 1978). Fearing
misuse of resources, Charity Organization Societies typically did not give money
to the poor; rather they coordinated various charitable resources and kept records
of those who had received charity in order to prevent “duplicity and duplication”
by “having the wealthy keep an eye on the poor” (Ginzberg, 1990, pp. 196-97).

Privileged women from the middle and upper classes (precursors of profes-
sional social workers) volunteered to establish relationships as well as investigate
the circumstances of families in need. They employed the technique of “friendly
visiting” which stemmed from their conviction that individuals in poverty
could be uplifted through association with middle and upper class volunteers.
Friendly visitors were primarily Protestant women and their emphasis on the
moral uplift of individuals was reinforced in Protestant churches by regarding
the value of work to the soul and a focus on individual rather than communal
relationship to God (Ginzberg, 1990).

As the movement grew, an insufficient number of volunteers led COS agen-
cies to employ “agents,” trained staff members who were the predecessors of
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professional social workers. Leaders like Mary Richmond of the Boston COS
and Edward T. Devine of the New York COS led the movement to train workers,
which led to the professionalization of social work in the early twentieth century.
In 1898, Devine established and directed the New York School of Philanthropy,
the first formal training for workers, which eventually became Columbia School
of Social Work. The case method, later used by the social work profession, is
rooted in charity organization philosophies which were taught by Devine and
his colleagues and focused on the individual, change through relationship, and
investigation (Connaway & Gentry, 1988).

Charity Organizations and Christianity

Many leaders in the COS movement were Christians and some were clergy.
In spite of their commitment to Christianity, leaders cautioned against mixing
evangelism with charity. Stephen Humphreys Gurteen, a clergyman and COS
leader, warned workers in his Handbook of Charity Organization (1882), not to
use their position for “proselytism or spiritual instruction.” Edward T. Devine,
leader of the New York City Charity Organization Society was willing to include
church-related organizations in charity work although he insisted that “friendly
visiting should be done strictly for the sake of the family rather than as a means
of winning converts, however desirable that also may be” (Devine, 1901, p. 99).

The Settlement House Movement

Social work introductory textbooks often oversimplify descriptions of COS
and SH movements as completely separate and opposing movements. In reality,
Christian workers were involved in both the COS and SH movements, often at
the same time, and leaders were not as opposed to one another’s philosophies as
is often described in social work textbooks. In fact, some leaders, like Devine,
carried out both COS and SH activities.

While supporters of the charity organization movement emphasized chang-
ing individuals, the settlement movement stressed societal reform and attempted
to help those in need by changing institutions. Like the COS movement, the
SH movement spread to the United States from England in the late 1800s in
the midst of immigration, industrialization, and urbanization. Leaders of the
movement like Stanton Coit, Robert Woods, and Jane Addams created settle-
ments after visits to London’s first and most important settlement, Toynbee Hall,
located in East London. Toynbee and some of the first American settlements
relied on collaboration with local universities. Students lived among the poor
while professors visited to offer lectures and stimulating discussions. Although
the movement in England was largely masculine, settlement leadership in the
United States included both men and women. In 1889, a group of women, many
of them graduates of Smith College, founded the College Settlement Association
in New York City. In that same year, Jane Addams and Ellen Starr opened Hull
House in a poverty-stricken area of Chicago.
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Like charity organizations, settlement houses were established in urban areas,
and particularly immigrant neighborhoods. The primary purpose of a settlement
was to establish communication and relationships between the well-to-do and
the working class. At the forefront of the SH philosophy was a democratic ideal
or, as Jane Addams expressed it, settlements were based “on the theory that the
dependence of classes on each other is reciprocal” (Davis, 1984, p. 19). Settlements
focused their energies not exclusively on reforming individuals but on address-
ing urban problems. Residents researched economic and social conditions that
informed social action to improve the neighborhood. In fact, settlements carried
out the first systematic attempts to study immigrant communities, using their in-
sights to initiate reforms in the area of child labor, sanitation, and women’s working
conditions. Education and recreation were important activities of the settlement,
including college extension courses, English language classes, vocational training,
demonstrations of domestic skills, kindergartens, and playgrounds, all designed
to improve the lives of neighbors (Davis, 1984).

Settlements vs. Missions in the early 20* Century:
How Different Were They, Really?

One of the first notions imparted in most social work introductory courses
is that the COS movement focused on changing individuals (and maybe saving
their souls too) and refused to engage with the larger macro-forces in society
that might have made these individuals poor in the first place. While some of
the COS literature bears this out, there is often a leap to assuming that all reli-
giously-motivated mission-based work with the poor at this time was rooted in
this view of the poor’s problems. Likewise, SH workers are identified so strongly
with the secular focus of Addams and Starr at Hull House, that it becomes hard
to believe that many SH workers were themselves motivated by a desire to serve
the poor based on a religious calling (Davis, 1984). This dichotomy, while help-
ful in identifying macro- and micro-practice distinctions that persist to this day
(Specht & Courtney, 1993; Pryce, Kelly, Reiland and Wilk, 2010), is ultimately
too limiting in characterizing what was happening in social work, Christianity,
and urban America at this time in our history.

If we take, for example, one city, New York City, and examine the landscape of
settlements around the first decade of the twentieth century, we see the religious
influence on SH at its earliest point in the U. S. There were approximately 82 settle-
ment houses in New York, with several maintaining a religious focus. For example,
East Side House was headed by Clarence Gordon, who wrote The Relation of the
Church to the Settlement. He argued, “Humanitarians, socialists, philanthropists,
may do settlement work and do it well.... but only on the foundation of Christ...
and His example, and grace to inspire and direct, can the settlement realize its
highest possibilities. (Gordon quoted in Davis, Spearheads for Reform p 14).

In order to exemplify how settlement houses may embody Christian values,
we now offer short case sketches of two settlements to illuminate the complex
relationship between Christians in social work and SHs at this formative time
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in our profession’s history. We will describe two important sites of social work
innovation—Louisville, Kentucky, a river city with large immigrant populations,
including Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish immigrants, and Chicago, Illinois,
home to a largely Catholic immigrant neighborhood.

Louisville, Kentucky: the Baptist Training School Settlement

By the early twentieth century, Louisville was home to several settlement
houses, including Neighborhood House, established in 1896, and the Baptist
Settlement House. The Baptist house, later named Good Will Center, was opened
in 1912 and will be the focus of our case study (Scales, 2000). It was established
by a school opened in 1907 for Southern Baptist women studying social work
and missions: The Woman’s Missionary Training School for Christian Workers.
The school’s purpose was to train Baptist women as missionaries to serve overseas
or in the United States, as well as social workers and Sunday School workers.
Students studied missionary methods, social work, fine arts, and domestic sci-
ences, while also completing theological studies at the all-male Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary a few blocks away (Scales, 2000). In the last quarter of
the twentieth century, the school would narrow its focus to social work and in
1984 emerge as the Carver School of Church Social Work, the first school of
social work located in a seminary to be accredited by Council on Social Work
Education. The school survived 12 years before being closed in 1997 in the
midst of conflicts among Southern Baptists. (Garland, 1999).

From the school’s beginning, the first principal, Maude McLure, had a vision
for reaching out to Louisville’s immigrant and poor populations. In 1912, she
set aside a summer to study in New York City with the famous Edward Devine
in the New York School of Philanthropy (now the School of Social Work at Co-
lumbia University) and to live in a New York settlement house. Maude McLure
brought back to Louisville a basic understanding of the settlement movement
and ideas about activities and services that such an establishment might provide.

The settlement house she established in Louisville combined the typical
methods of a settlement house, but did not emphasize the call for societal reform
that undergirded many settlements. Instead, it became a site for students to
practice a variety of missionary methods, including evangelism so important to
Southern Baptist practices. The students and faculty of the Woman’s Missionary
Union Training School (WMUTS) worked to evangelize the neighborhood and,
like Hull House and other settlements, to socialize Louisville immigrants into
American life. Undergirded by a Protestant ethic emphasizing hard work, and a
Southern Baptist emphasis on salvation of the individual, women of Louisville’s
Training School worked to change society, but also aimed to reform the indi-
vidual. The phrase used by WMUTS faculty to describe their program of social
welfare was “personal service,” a term reflecting the focus on individual persons.

The Personal Service program preceded professional social work, and served
as the Baptist Woman’s Missionary Union’s (WMU) response to social need. The
program was launched by WMU in 1909, just three years before the Baptist
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Settlement was established in Louisville and called on women to invest in “the
Christian up-building of their own communities, acknowledging a spiritual duty
to the poor, neglected, and outcast of their own neighborhood” (Allen, 1987, p.
215). Personal Service included an evangelistic dimension and had “the gospel
as its motive and conversion as its aim” (Allen, 1987, p. 216).

The Louisville women joined others in the settlement movement to “rebuild
the diseased social climate” but, in contrast to Jane Addams and others, they
focused on reforming individuals while drawing on settlement house methods.
WMU women were warned against placing “the ministry to the body before or
apart from the ministry to the soul” (Allen, 1987, p. 215). In these ways, they
viewed the neighbors as whole persons with spiritual as well as physical and
social needs.

The emphasis of WMU on dual purposes of conversion of the individual
and societal uplift was in line with the thinking of most Southern Baptists of the
early twentieth century. However, a few Southern Baptists embraced the Social
Gospel movement, clearly operating in the activities in and around Hull House
in Chicago. The Social Gospel movement promoted the general improvement
of society through church action. The minority of Southern Baptist leaders who
believed that societal reform goals were proper religious concerns envisioned
social improvement as a method of advancing the kingdom of God on earth
(Sumners, 1975).

These leaders, both men and women, became involved in social reform
groups such as the Southern Sociological Congress. Created in 1912, the South-
ern Sociological Congress brought together Southern leaders in education, social
work, religion, and government. Its social program called for prison reform, the
abolition of child labor, compulsory education, and solving of the race problem.
In the 1913 Congress meeting, Walter Rauschenbusch, the best-known theo-
logian of the Social Gospel movement, and a Baptist, urged Southern leaders
to involve churches in reform efforts. A few Southern Baptist women leaders,
including Maude McLure, founder of the Baptist Settlement in Louisville, at-
tended congress meetings and may have been influenced by the drive to balance
secular social reform efforts with decidedly evangelical aims (Allen, 1987). As
we will see, this particular Southern Baptist theological stance contrasted with
the Catholic theology of Madonna House in Chicago.

Although WMU did not embrace the aims of progressive social reform, lead-
ers used the methods developed by reformers, social scientists, and settlement
house workers in striving for evangelistic goals. Agencies in which WMUTS
students did field work were typically missionary in purpose. Organizations
such as the Hope Rescue Mission and the Salvation Army provided students
with experience in personal evangelism to people in poverty.

While local agencies provided some opportunities for field work, Training
School faculty and the school’s board of managers wanted the school to have an
agency of its own. Therefore, after her summer of study in New York, McLure
created the Baptist Training School Settlement in 1912. Its purpose was two-
fold: to provide service to the community through the settlement house, while
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training students in missionary and social work methods (McLure, 1913). It is
interesting to note that the Training School chose the term settlement to describe
the new enterprise, thus aligning itself with the SH movement. However, the
evangelical purposes of the new venture also echoed the purposes of the charity
organization movement—reform of the individual.

For these reasons, we chose the Baptist Settlement to exemplify how prob-
lematic the dichotomized descriptions of the SH and CO movements in current
social work textbooks can be. These narrow descriptions deny the reality of
organizations like the Baptist Settlement that combined the two philosophies
of SH and COS along with a dose of their own theological understandings. The
Baptist Settlement emerged as a hybrid, using the methods of the settlement
movement to reach objectives that were commonly held by charity organiza-
tion supporters. In 1913 McLure described the aims of the Baptist Settlement:

1. To reach the little children that their tiny feet may be started in the
upward path.

2. To inspire the older boys and girls with ideals that shall help them to
improve their environment and shall give them strength against the
awful temptations that sweep over them.

3. To interest the young people in sane and wholesome pleasures that
their energies may be rightly directed

4. To help the women to be better home makers, more careful wives and
mothers, better Christians

5. To give Christ to the neighborhood.

To attain such ends, the settlement house, even without resident workers,
remained open every day of the week and several nights.

McLure (1913, p. 2) wrote that the settlement was “opened in the belief that,
with Christianity as a foundation, a settlement may be a feeder to the church and
a mighty force in the coming of the Kingdom.”

The Training School: A Settlement or a Mission

Southern Baptist women were not the only workers to form a settlement
with clear missionary aims. Other groups, including Methodist women’s mis-
sionary societies, were inspired by religious motives to create similar neighbor-
hood centers, making it difficult to distinguish between a religious settlement
and a mission. This is also clear from the activity going on at various religious
settlements around the famed Hull House, including Madonna Center a few
blocks away.

Allen Davis notes that the majority of settlement workers in the nation were
religious persons. In 1905, a poll of 339 settlement workers showed that eighty-
eight percent were active church members and nearly all stated that religion had
been a major influence on their lives (McClure, 1913). Therefore, the discussion
about the relation of the settlement work to religion was kept alive in the settle-
ment literature. (Davis, 1984). In the early 1920s, Mary Simkovitch argued from
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the Christian perspective that a settlement cannot be a mission because its purpose
is not to pass on a particular conviction to others, as missions do, but to work
out its own common conviction: a faith in democracy (Simkovitch, 1950). In a
discussion entitled “Problems of Religion,” Arthur Holden (1922) advised that
settlements did not need to talk about religion or attempt to teach it. He argued
that by simply living a life in service to others, the settlement worker embodied
Christian principles.

Graham Taylor (1950), Congregationalist minister and founder of a Chicago
settlement, noted that while religious individuals may be involved in settlements,
the church and the settlement have two very different purposes. Taylor believed
that a church must press the tenets of its faith, and if it does not, it ceases to be
a church of that faith. A settlement, on the other hand, may not embrace any
cult or creed lest it forfeit its place as being a common ground for all.

But what about a settlement that attempted to be both a spiritual home and
a source of social and political support? Did these settlements “count” as actual
settlement houses in this new era of secular social settlement house activity, or
were they somehow assigned a different and possibly lower status? It’s clear from
the historical record that nearly 120 years later, social work history has emphasized
the secular quality of SH activism over any spiritual and religious activity and has
perhaps set up an over-determined dichotomy between a SH like Hull House and
the religious missionary work going on in Louisville and Chicago. Embedded in
Taylor’s idea that settlements should be “common ground for all” is an assumption
that this is the only way to effectively reach and serve the disadvantaged. While it
is certainly arguable that religious organizations could proselytize or even coerce
people while providing social services and support, it is unclear that this was going
on in Louisville or Chicago in our case examples. Rather, it appears that in both
cities the religious social workers had assumed an ethical commitment to their
clients that resembled in many ways the efforts being adopted by Addams and
her colleagues, to be sure emphasizing spiritual uplift but also civic engagement
and social progress (Davis, 1984; Dobschuetz, 2004).

Still, some important differences in theology and behavior can be noted in
looking at the Madonna Center in Chicago. In contrast to the work going on
in Louisville and other SH related to Protestant denominations, Catholic SH
workers in Chicago perceived the population they served as fellow believers
who simply needed the same Catholic sacraments and services that they were
already enjoying in their parish community. This theological/service distinction
was crucial in understanding the diverse SH activity going on in the area around
Hull House. It is also helpful in explaining why Jane Addams’ team was able
to coexist so peacefully with the Catholic SH workers around her: the heavily
Catholic area was in no need of evangelizing to find more Catholic souls, and
Addams herself was clear that part of Hull House’s mission was to avoid any
proselytizing of their neighbors (Addams, 1912). If anything, as we shall see, the
Madonna Center was founded to minister to and protect the Catholic traditions
of the Hull House area immigrant population, in part as a reaction to the Hull
House presence (Skok, 2004).
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The Catholics of Chicago’s Nineteenth Ward: Setting a Context for Ma-
donna 1889-1898

In 1889, Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened the social settlement
Hull House on Halsted Street in the midst of one of Chicago’s most dense and
diverse neighborhoods. Their neighborhood, the nineteenth ward located on
Chicago’s near west side, was home to a wide array of recently-arrived European
immigrants, including Poles, Italians, Russians, Jews from Eastern Europe, Ger-
mans, and Irish. Most, though not all, of these new immigrants were Catholic
(Skerret 2001). Many of these immigrants arrived poor and found their American
urban circumstances to be marked by severe economic and health hardships
(Linn, 1935). The social settlement Hull House went on to earn worldwide
attention for its efforts with the poor of the Hull House neighborhood. Jane
Addams, in her tireless advocacy for immigrant rights, social justice, and labor,
established herself as one of the preeminent social activists of her time. She was
also an accomplished writer and used her skills as an essayist to argue for the
plight of the poor in Chicago. In 1931, the cumulative efforts of Addams’ life
work were recognized by the Nobel organization, and she won the Nobel Peace
Prize (Elshtain, 2002).

By 1898, the top five ethnic groups noted in Addams’ 19* Ward by the
Chicago school census were:

Irish 13,065 | (27%)
German 6,721 | (14%)
American (Native-born citizens) 6, 184 | (13%)
Italian 5,784 | (12.5%)
Russian (including Russian Jews) 4,980 | 10.5%)
e

(Chicago Tribune, 1898)

With the exception of most of the Germans, the Americans, and some of
the Irish, the majority of the 19th Ward were recent immigrants and most did
not speak English (Chicago Tribune, 1898; Linn, 1935). This attracted Addams
and her colleagues, as they were eager to use their Italian (Starr and Addams
were both fluent in Italian from all their trips abroad) and they also wanted to
focus their energies on helping these new Americans adapt to American urban
life (Brown, 2004).

By 1890, the parish community of Holy Family near Hull House numbered
20,000 parishioners, leading James Sanders to call it “the single great Irish
workingmans’ parish” (quoted in Meagher, 1986). The parish hosted numerous
social and cultural events, and provided social services and education through
numerous Catholic schools and settlement houses like the Madonna Center,
housed nearby at the Guardian Angel Mission on Forquer Street (Lord, 1914).
The economic, cultural, and political power of Irish Catholicism only increased
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with the arrival of new Catholic immigrants from Italy, Germany, and other parts
of Europe. Irish Catholics, who, because of immigration patterns and facility
with English were the dominant clerical class in Chicago, saw an opportunity
to reach out to fellow Catholics and share their Irish Catholic culture with these
new Americans. As Dobschuetz (2004) writes about the sisters and laywomen
of the Madonna Center (a Catholic Settlement House) in the 19th Ward:

Chicago Catholics, however, saw the world differently from Ad-
dams and the Hull-House community. The settlement, for Addams,
was a social experiment that did not foreground the religious
dimension.... Catholic settlements sought to sustain a Catholic
identity and affiliation that was more than a response to the social,
physical, and educational needs of the poor. Catholic settlements
would be a location for the exercise of a vigorous lay spirituality
(Dobschuetz, 2004).

As we shall see, this strand of lay-Catholic social justice ministry formed one
of several competing ideas about what it meant to be American in Chicago in
the late 19th century.

Madonna Center Settlement House 1898-1962: A Competing (and
Complementary) Vision Blocks Away from Hull House

In 1898, Agnes Ward Amberg was attending a church retreat at the Academy
of the Sacred Heart on Taylor Street, in the 19" Ward of Chicago, roughly half a
mile away from Hull House (Skok, 2001; Amberg, 1976). A prominent German-
Irish Catholic social activist, Amberg heard the Jesuit priest J. R. Rosswinkle
exhort her and the other well-heeled Catholics at the retreat that to assure
their own salvation in heaven, wealthy Catholics had to do more than pray and
take care of their own families; they must recognize that “prayer must result in
spiritually productive action” (Amberg, 1976, p. 40). After that day, in collabo-
ration with her husband (who supplied financial backing) a new lay apostolate
was born to minister to the poor Italian Catholic immigrants living among the
more populous (and prosperous) Irish Catholics in the 19" ward. Fellow Jesuit
Daniel Lord recounts the scene as Father Rosswinkle spoke:

If these ladies could be interested in the poor neglected strangers,
of whose existence they hardly knew, if they could bring into the
lives of these poor Italians something of the spirit of Catholicity
that made peaceful their own lives; if they could teach the immi-
grants home-making, health-protection, true Americanism, a great
stride would have been taken toward the solution of a mighty social
problem. It was worth a trial. He (Rosswinkle) spoke to them, and
they responded generously... That was fifteen years ago. A small
group of these ladies, diffident, uncertain of themselves and of their
strange protegees [sic], entered the heart of the Italian district and
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gathered the first class of forty dirty, unkempt little youngsters for
Catechism. To-day, the Guardian Angels’ Mission [717 W. Forquer
Street], with its flourishing clubs and Sodalities and catechism
classes, counts two thousand Italian children as its members...
(Lord, 1914, 285-86).

The success of the mission in offering Catholic education and other social
services had an immediate impact on the Chicago Catholic hierarchy; just as
they had done 40 years earlier with Holy Family, a church was constructed by
1899 (Holy Guardian Angel Church) to become the first church in the com-
munity ministering to Italian Catholic immigrants.

Jane Addams’s Hull House and Its Response to a Neighboring Catholic
Settlement

As we have argued, social work textbooks have ignored settlements like
the Madonna Center and emphasized secular SHs such as Hull House. With
these two SHs located within a half mile of one another, we might wonder what
interactions these two SHs may have had with one another. For her part, Amberg
thought that Madonna Center and Hull House coexisted peacefully. Amberg and
her mother both reported knowing Addams and her colleagues well, and that
they had a friendly sense of spirit and competition with Hull House: “All of us
had looked upon Hull House as a challenge, but we never experienced anything
but kindness and cooperation from Jane Addams (Amberg, 1976, p.83).”

This distinction between the secular thrust of Hull House activities and
religious sites like Guardian Angels/Madonna Center could be tracked not just
in what they did with their time, but with what they built. While Hull House
wanted to build a “Cathedral of Humanity,” (Addams, 1912, p. 35) clearly Am-
berg and her colleagues were interested in building actual churches and bringing
a heightened sense of Catholic identity to their immigrant clients.

It appears that many of the initial residents and lay leaders of the Guard-
ian Angels Mission (later renamed the Madonna Center) were, like Addams,
women of privilege. The first head resident of the Mission certainly was: she
was Mary Agnes Amberg, the young adult daughter of the Ambergs (Amberg,
1976). Amberg lived and worked at the Mission most of her adult life, living
there with her friend Catherine Jordan from 1913-1962 (Skok, 2004). Again,
unlike the Training School Settlement in Louisville, most of the activities con-
ducted at Guardian Angels were led by (mostly female) teachers who lived at
the mission and/or who attended the parish in the community. Additionally, it'’s
clear from the writings and works of Amberg that the Catholic social justice
teachings embedded in Pope Leo’s 1891 Encyclical RerumNovarum resonated
through the work that she and her colleagues did:

The ideas of Rerum Novarum were appropriated by Catholic lay-
women as a basis for expanded activity through the creation of lay
apostolates. The 1891 papal encyclical made the ideal of “stew-
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ardship” or consecrated benevolence a part of the League’s focus
and contributed to the desire on the part of middle-class Catholic
women to express their faith and maintain loyalty to the church
through their ministering to the poor (Dobschuetz, 2004, para. 9).

Amberg writes repeatedly in her autobiography about the urgency of physi-
cal, spiritual, and citizenship needs of the immigrants she served. Indeed, it can
be said that her efforts to “Americanize” her immigrant neighbors had as much
to do with establishing Catholics as a legitimate group in American life as it did
about helping them survive their rough new surroundings. Again and again in
her autobiography, she strikes a chord of solidarity with the Italian-American
Catholic immigrants she is serving, viewing them as needing social and religious
support to avoid unwittingly selling out their “Roman Catholic birthright for a
mess of proselytizers and humanists’ pottage” (Amberg, 1976, p. 39). She writes
of the many established and prosperous Chicagoans (Catholic and non-Catholic
alike) that came to serve at the mission:

In another way the influx of such assistants from all walks of life...
and many from the higher strata of the city’s social and business life
was a blessing for the mission. Mother often said that these people
helped Father Dunne [the clergyman who helped lead the mission]
impress upon our Italian Americans that Roman Catholics were as
American as any of the social workers in the Protestant or secular
social settlements hard by the mission (Amberg, 1976, p. 54)

Clearly it was not enough for Madonna Center to minister to the needs of
Italian immigrants through Catechism and building a church where they could
worship; the offering of citizenship courses, athletic teams, and scouting pro-
grams was all part of a concerted effort to help Madonna Center clients become
more fully American while still retaining their Catholic identity in a place thata
local Catholic writer characterized as one of “the parts of Chicago that are not
Chicago” (Prindiville, 1903, p. 452). In this way, Madonna Center was similar
to the Baptist Settlement and many secular settings. Americanization was an
important objective.

Why isn’t Madonna House more Recognized as a Pioneer Settlement
House?

The Irish-American priest and sociologist Andrew Greeley has devoted a
large part of his career to documenting the gradual assimilation of the Irish and
other immigrant Catholic groups into American life. He writes about the late
19th century battles between reformers like Addams and Irish politicians like the
corrupt Irish politician John Powers:

From the Irish point of view, reform was merely an attempt on the
part of native-born Protestants to take what they had lost to the
Irish in a fair fight. Laments of reformers like Jane Addams in Chi-
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cago merely amused the Irish. The native-born reformers were at
least as corrupt as the Irish and, in addition, they were hypocrites.
All they were interested in were jobs for their own people, which
meant taking back the jobs which the Irish had won in the polling
place (Greeley, 1981, p. 110).

The Irish of the 19th Ward and the reformers of Hull House had a relation-
ship that cannot be described fully, as it remains largely undocumented. How-
ever, we do have some facts. We know that over 13,000 Irish lived within the
boundaries of the neighborhood that Jane Addams and her ambitious group of
social reformers documented in 1895, but thanks to Addams and her colleagues,
we know little about what the Irish population of the 19th Ward needed from
Hull House at the time. As Skerrett (2001) has pointed out, it’s entirely possible
that we don’t know much about how Hull House viewed their Irish neighbors
because Addams decided that the Irish didn’t “need” them (Skerrett, 2001).
And while far from a prosperous neighborhood, it appears that at least for the
Irish of the 19th Ward, life wasn't constantly marked by the same poverty and
oppression that they had fled from in Ireland in the 1840s. (Skerrett, 2001).

The same could not be said for the Italian immigrants around Hull House,
most of whom had recently immigrated, and many of whom suffered from ex-
treme poverty and in the words of Amberg:

Here was a harvest [Italians in Chicago] that cried aloud for some
practical Christians. But except for some devoted clerics and lay
people, few cared to listen (Amberg, 1976, p. 29)

Interestingly, Amberg’s writing is not complimentary of all Catholic lay and
clergy leadership in their efforts to build parishes and minister to immigrant
Catholics, and levies a strong critique that Catholic hierarchy missed a crucial
opportunity to become more involved in Catholic SH work. Just as Addams did
in criticizing the corrupt ward bosses in Chicago, Amberg writes about how
social settlements were needed for Italian immigrants to fend off the undue
influence of the “padrone” who would exploit Italian immigrants. She says that:

the social settlement could have been a valuable adjunct of Catholic
immigrant Communities everywhere in America had there been
fewer social intransigents among our clergy and laity and more
pastors like Fathers Rosswinkle and Ponziglione [Clergy who led
the first Madonna Center efforts] (Amberg, 1976, p. 45).

In some important ways, Addams may have struck a largely unspoken and
unofficial “deal” with Amberg and the other Catholic lay leaders of SH and mis-
sions in the Hull House community: she would “minister” to the perceived social
needs of the same poor Italians, Irish, and Germans they served, while those
groups could also attend to the spiritual and material needs of this population.
While there is no written record of their working together (or even meeting),
it’s clear that these two incredible women brought much-needed assistance to



36 T. Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly

their community, and lived less than a mile from each other for most of their
adult lives.

Reclaiming the History of Christians in Social Work

In all of the major textbooks used in Social Work Policy courses, history like
what we have recounted here is completely absent. This raises some important
questions: 1) why is early Christian social work history so marginalized? and 2)
why does there appear to be so much effort by writers of social work textbooks to
draw sharp distinctions between COS mission social work and the secular social
work of Jane Addams, even though serious SH scholars acknowledge the religious
motivations of many SH workers (Davis, 1984)? Unpacking these questions helps
us identify some implications for Christian social workers today.

As indicated by the historical case studies in this chapter, the early history
of social work is deeply rooted in religious belief and social action. The very
real and important tension created by the potential of social work being used to
convert or proselytize has also always been with us. Rather than exploring (and
to some extent, embracing) these tensions and celebrating our historical roots
in Christian social work, the whole topic has been usually confined to the COS
movement and then quickly shuffled off to the margins. This is neither histori-
cally accurate or particularly helpful for our present day, as social work students
continue to report being motivated by religious calling in serving their clients
(Canda & Furman, 2009; Graff, 2007) and as of 2011, there are approximately
675 MSW and BSW programs in the U. S., and many of them are housed in
religiously-affiliated colleges and universities. This history is an important part
of social work’s overall history and it needs to be reclaimed.

Secondly, the distinctions that have often been sharply drawn between the
secular focus of proto-social workers like Addams and COS workers has often
been overstated and discussed without the historical context we've attempted to
provide here. While Addams herself eschewed religious teaching at Hull House,
she was herself religious (Knight, 2005) and cared deeply about integrating the
cultural traditions of the people she served into the larger American mosaic
(Elshtain, 2002). And while the Baptist workers at their Settlement House were
openly religious, they modeled their work after early secular SHs in New York in
terms of their activities and programs. While it will always be important to note
the excesses and potential ethical violations of Christian social workers working
with vulnerable clients, it's important to also note that the Italian Catholic im-
migrants at Madonna Center wanted services from “professionals” who brought
a religious lens to their work together.

The tension between secular and Christian social workers working together
has never been completely resolved, even to this day. When social work authors
and teachers set up sharp distinctions that were neither historically accurate nor
very important to the clients they served, it is counterproductive to the need
for Christian social workers and secular social workers to continue struggling
through the many challenges they may experience in their work together. One
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thing is clear from this corrective look at early social work history: without
Christian social workers and their efforts to “give Christ to the neighborhood,”
it is hard to imagine our “professional” identity being as strong as it is today. %*
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CHAPTER 3

THE BLACK CHURCH AS A PRISM FOR
EXPLORING CHRISTIAN SOCIAL WELFARE
AND SOCIAL WORK

Timothy Johnson

The Black church’s practice of Christian charity over the last 142 years and
its current orientation to living out the Christian discipline of “holistic grace and
hospitality” serve as a microcosmic case example of social welfare and systematic
helping that undergirds the profession of social work. This aspect of the Black
church has a clearly documented history that has coexisted contemporaneously
with legitimately sanctioned social welfare programs in our society.

The foundation of modern social welfare originated with the poor laws of
England. It is here that the unique patina associated with social welfare in the
United States had its beginning. Social welfare was both a punitive response to
need as well as a parsimonious provision for those in need. It was so organized
lest the needy become comfortable and lose the will to work. This framework
stands as one of the twin poles of social welfare as practiced in America. Jansson
(2005) captures the issue here when he refers to United States as the “Reluctant
Welfare State.”

The second pole that stands as a paradox to the first is the idea of Christian
Charity. Lieby (1987), in his material on social welfare, referring to reformers
in the late 19" century indicates that:

“...they believed the Biblical account of creation and human nature
and destiny. They believed that a divine revelation defined right and
wrong and pointed the way to Heaven or Hell. Charity, or love, was,
in this view, the greatest commandment, and its practice manifested
the spirit of God. To obey this command was a responsibility of
individuals and of communities (p. 87).

Commonly understood and accepted is the fact that social welfare responses
to need were rationalized according to a religious world and life view, albeit
diffuse and variable. This thinking is gathered up into the categorization of
the “Judeo-Christian” roots of social welfare. Certainly the idea of “Charity”
within its Biblical definition was a precursor to the social welfare enterprise of
our time. Charity as an obligatory Christian practice is given its fullest develop-
ment in Paul’s letter to the Corinthian church. In essence, charity is a state of
unconditional regard and response. The text makes clear that charity or love
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is constant, tolerant, hopeful, and enduring (1 Corinthians 13). This stands in
stark contrast to the reluctance and mistrust that came to characterize social
welfare as we know it.

The modern social welfare system represents a secondary system of re-
sources, safety nets, and failsafe mechanisms to ameliorate needs of persons and
thus maintains the stability of our society within a broadly acceptable range. By
contrast, primary systems are those closest to client systems. These are com-
prised of their families, neighbors, friends, the church, and other organizations
anchoring them to their communities. When persons cross over into secondary
systems of social welfare, it is an indication that the client’s primary systems are
compromised, inaccessible, overwhelmed, or inoperable. From a sociological
perspective, secondary welfare system structures are “artificial contrivances”
of primary system entities. Yet in a mass society such as ours, where persons
are often disconnected from primary systems, such responses are essential. In
a social context where isolation and communal breakdown seem to be norms,
the secondary social welfare system is often related to as a primary system.

The Black church is a case example of social welfare within the primary
relational context of African Americans. The Black church was forged as a sur-
reptitious institution existing behind the bastions of chattel slavery. As human
property, enslaved persons had little to no autonomy in matters of life, limb,
and religion. After the Emancipation Proclamation ended enslavement and the
Civil War was over, reconstruction found the Black church alive, religiously
functional and growing exponentially. The Black church at the threshold of
freedom was the only institution that 4 million plus African Americans could
claim as its own. Lincoln (1974) states:

The Black Church, then, is in some sense a “universal Church,”
claiming and representing all Blacks out of a long tradition that
looks back to the time when there was only the Black Church to
bear witness to “who” or “what” a man was as he stood at the bar
of his community (p.116).

The community of post-enslavement Black Christians was suffering from what
we would now call post-traumatic stress. The truncated lives that character-
ized this institution, and the pernicious social constraints that prevented slaves’
needs from being meet, moved the Black church toward becoming a 19" century
parallel of the early Christian church.

All who believed were together and had all things in common;
they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the
proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much
time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the
goodwill of all the people (Acts 2: 41-47)..

While there was little to sell, the example certainly applies in regard to church’s
ethos of sharing from meager subsistence resources. The social texture of the
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church was that of a common concern for all members of the community, and
the centrality of the Black church as the institution that anchored the lives of
Black folk.

Garland (1992) indicates that “the Church and its ministries provided the
seedbed for the development of the social work profession (p.1).” In every sense
the Black church was the seed bed for social uplift and social welfare responses
to needs of the Black community. However, if reluctance is the patina with which
social welfare in America has been overlaid as a normative attribute, it has had
ominous implications for African Americans. Second class citizenship, lack of
political power, and the invisibility of Black people have typically placed them
outside the orb of the social welfare system, or at best, allowed African Ameri-
cans to be mere marginal beneficiaries of the system of services and resources.
Such has historically been the situation up to present time.

An Era of Buffering Social Welfare Reluctance: Profound Hospitality
and Social Uplift

One of the critiques of the Black church within conservative religious circles
regards its tendency to be a multipurpose social organization as well as a place
for worship. It is, in fact, true that the average Black church is a multi-focal
institution. The explanation lies in an historical analysis of the social environ-
ment from the enslavement period up to the present.

In its early years, the social environment of the black church was character-
ized by “graciousness. ” Graciousness in this context means the grace of God
issuing into the practice of hospitality. Hospitality in this context comes closest
to the shared root of the word “hospital” which is more than mere welcoming
rather connotes “care” “cure” or palliative ministrations. Over time the auspice
of hospitality served to build communal cohesion and evolved into a sustained
effort of “social uplift.” To achieve the goals of social uplift, the Black church
gave attention to the creation and mobilization of resources and empowerment
of its members, leading to social change and community building.

Profound Hospitality

The ending of slavery left over four million freedmen to their own devices.
This was a wounded group of people, not without skills, but certainly without
opportunity, and needing social, spiritual and psychological healing. It fell to
the Black church as the Black community’s single and pervasive institution to
be a healing presence. The church embraced a form of “profound hospitality”
that laid the foundation for all that was to follow.

The practical application of profound hospitality was demonstrated at the
end of slavery when tens of thousands of freedmen wandered throughout the
south looking for family members who had been lost to them by being sold
away. The search to find family continued for decades after enslavement. The
grace of profound hospitality that supported the nomadic searching of African
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Americans after the Civil War also had the impact of keeping very loose the
boundaries around black families. Displaced persons and orphans were easily
taken into black families and claimed as their own. This remarkable strategy of
creating foster families was not so much a strategy of the mind, but of the heart
and the psyche. It was understood that, for purposes of survival, persons needed
connection and a communal location. Black family life was the gate through
which fictive kin, once entering, were entitled to all the privilege of citizenship
in the Black church and the Black community.

The institutionalization of foster families created another important alterna-
tive social welfare mechanism. Black families and the church became the network
for providing accommodations when travel was necessary, given the largely
“whites only” policy in accommodations throughout the United States. It was
primarily through the church that Black persons who needed to travel cobbled
together accommodations with other Black families through their churches.
Friends of friends became very important if one needed to move around the
country. This situation existed until well past the mid-20" century, when the civil
rights movement achieved non-discrimination and parity in accommodations.

The Black church as a gracious institution stood as a protective buffer for
the Black community, out of which profound hospitality was practiced. Thus it
involved itself in the everyday life needs of its people. Frazier (1974) states that:

The role of religion and the Negro church in more elementary forms
of economic cooperation among Negroes may be seen more clearly
in the rural mutual aid societies that sprang up among freedmen
after Emancipation. They were formed among landless Negroes
who were thrown upon their own resources. These societies were
organized to meet the crises of life —sickness and death: conse-
quently, they were known as “sickness and burial” societies...[T]
hese benevolent societies grew out of the Negro church and were
inspired by the spirit of Christian Charity (p.42).

In the final analysis, profound hospitality meant that no one was a stranger
in the Black community. Given that the Black church and community were
one and the same, this primary social welfare mechanism was as pervasive as
the Black church but remained largely hidden from public view because of the
reluctant nature of social welfare.

Social Uplift

Because of the social and economic deprivation suffered by African Ameri-
cans in enslavement, leaders of the race were anxious for social uplift and
economic parity for their people. In the latter portion of the 19" century, the
world was in flux as never before. Technology leading to industrialization and
urbanization became social forces of explosive proportions. The result was mass
relocation of large sectors of the Black population to urban centers of New York,
Philadelphia, Chicago, Pittsburgh and an array of smaller urban units. The draw
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was the promise of better lives based on a money exchange economy. It was also
the auspicious historical moment in which the great progressive movements
began, with their goals for elevating the common life of the masses in terms of
health, welfare, education and refinement.

“Social Uplift” is the Victorian term used to convey the need to raise the
quality of life for the American public to higher standards. The object of social
uplift was to prepare the masses for the new institutions coming into existence
and the more sophisticated perspectives needed for viability in the social envi-
ronment. The progressive movement was an equation of social, spiritual, and
environmental forces. These were comprised of higher educational opportunity
for women, scientific advances, industrialization, the great awakening, and the
moral exigencies Christians believed were incumbent upon them. The goal of
this movement toward modernity was the establishment of a benchmark to
which citizens should be lifted. Inherent to this benchmark was that persons
become humanized by the refining aspects of education, that they embrace social
interactions that bespoke quality of character, and that they live out the moral
dimensions of Christian principles. African Americans during this time were
faced with abject need given the failure of resource systems in the social environ-
ment that would normally serve them. In this fomenting social context the Black
community and the Black church felt all the more the urgency of social uplift.

Because of this sense of urgency regarding social uplift, the Black church
prioritized its goals for meeting needs. They immediately gave particular atten-
tion to legitimizing slave marriages, which were based on the casual practice of
“jumping the broom.” One of the first tasks of organized churches in the South
was to see that all couples joined in marriage by this practice, be remarried
according to the tenets of the church and local law. The following quote from
the January 3, 1871, minutes of the Green Street Baptist Church of Louisville,
KY, is insightful:

On the motion and second the church voted to take up the subject
respecting those members of the church not married by license,
carried in the affirmative. Then the clerk read the resolution passed
by the church on the third of October which resolution proclaims
that all members of the church that was[sic] not married in 30
days from date shall be excluded from the church (Jones, circa
1979 p. 56,,).

Another area of concern was any breach of public decorum that reflected on the
race, such as vulgar language, gossiping and arguing; such matters were brought
up before the church (Jones, p. 75).

However, the Black church and the Black community were not merely
focused on the lives of their people, but they were also concerned about the
social environment. Booker T. Washington, the president of Tuskegee Institute,
was a dominant Black voice articulating the needs of African Americans. His
strategy for social welfare was to push the Black community toward agricultural
and industrial education as well as property ownership. The other dominant
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voice during the same period was W.E.B. Dubois, whose vision and organiz-
ing efforts promoted classical educational opportunity for the intelligentsia of
African American Communities. The Black church served as the institution
that not only provided an audience for these men, but disseminated their ideas.

As was the case with white women of the reform period who newly found
their voices, Black women used leadership of the Church as their base of opera-
tion, as attested to by the following quote:

The Baptist women’s preoccupation with respectability reflected a
bourgeois vision that vacillated between an attack on the failure of
America to live up to its liberal ideals of equality and justice and an
attack on the values and lifestyle of those blacks who transgressed
white middle-class propriety (Higginbotham, 1993, p.215).

It is significant that Baptist women had a sense of the necessity to pay atten-
tion both to the social environment and to the people for whom they wished to
achieve social uplift. This view is consistent with today’s social work emphasis
on the person in the environment.

The importance of education as the route to social uplift has been previously
stated. But for African Americans, education represented much more. It was
the premier credential of personhood in a society within which males had been
designated legally as three-fifths of a person. Not only was the ability to read an
ontological issue for African Americans, given that the penalty for learning to
read while in slavery was death, but it was a spiritual issue. Freedmen coming
out of slavery had a voracious desire to read, so that they could read the Bible
for themselves. Often independently, or in collaboration with northern white
missionaries, the Black churches created strategies for educating their people.
The Sunday school was the principal setting in which this took place. Public
education was eventually available for African Americans during this period, but
the educational process was compromised because it was controlled by white
power structures. Thus, educational resources were constrained, and inferior
even though mandated by law. Whatever public education was available was
usually provided in a church that served as both schoolhouse and worship center.

The Black church as a Christian social welfare institution made educa-
tion one of its priorities. The fertility of the educational efforts of the Black
church is demonstrated in the 1928 Survey of Negro Colleges and Universities
(Klein,1929): There are over 50 schools listed in the survey that were operated
by various African American religious denominations. To be noted is that the
history of these schools demonstrates an evolving process from primary and
secondary schools, to the establishment of college departments. The report is a
documentation of the educational uplift of African Americans at the behest of
the efforts of the Black church.

In response to the reluctance of social welfare during the late 19™ century,
the Black church gave its attention to the wellbeing of the African American
community by focusing on the interstices of its social and religious life. Although
there were outstanding efforts during this period to make resource systems in
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the social environment more appropriate to the needs of African Americans, the
Black Church was primarily a church turned inward. The Social Welfare focus of
the Black church in this period was to exercise care in welcoming strangers, not
knowing when those entertained might be the angels of God (Hebrews 13:2).
This inward concern was a combination of healing, nurture, and palliative care
because of the social and sometime physical unds dealt to the African American
community on a daily basis. Wimberly (1989) speaks to the development of the
Black Church during this period:

[African Americans] were systematically excluded from normal
access to participation in the community that would lead to the
fulfillment of his potential as a total person. The consequence of
all of this is the fact that many of the political, social, educational,
recreational, economic, and social needs of the Black person had
to be fulfilled within the Black church, his only institution. This
was also true for the medical and mental health needs of the Black
person. Often it was the Black Church that took care of the needs
of the neglected sick and mentally ill...In fact it was through the
efforts of the Black Church that hospitals were established in the
Black Community (p. 412).

Elias C. Morris, in his 1899 presidential address to the National Baptist
Convention, captures both the results and the dynamism of the profound
graciousness of the period as an antithesis to the reluctance of social welfare.

Hence, I conclude that one of the marvels of the century will be
that although it opened and looked for sixty-three years on a race
of slaves, it closes with that same happy, free people, having built
more churches and school houses, in proportion to their numbers,
than any people dwelling beneath the sun...A little less than sixteen
months from now that tireless steed, Time will come forth and
announce the birth of the twentieth century...What is the duty
of Negro Baptists: The answer comes back that as the nineteenth
century opened upon us as slaves and closed upon us as freemen,
so may the Gospel, borne on the tongues of the liberated, set at
liberty during the twentieth century, the millions bound in heathen
darkness (Sennet, 1985 p.283).

The Church as a Primary Care Social Welfare Agency by Default

The period of the “great migrations” between the first and second world wars
and into the 1970’ saw African Americans on the move from south to north.
From 1870-1970, 7 million black people are reported to have moved from south
to north (Lincoln, Mamiya, 1990, p. 121; Wilkerson, 2010) The great depres-
sion and boll weevil infestation limited even further the subsistence resources
of the Black community. If this was the push from the south, the pull from the
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north was the possibility of economic stability because of northern industries. As
hundreds of thousands moved to northern urban sectors, particularly between
the two world wars, the problems already existing in these areas were further
exacerbated. In northern cities segregation,'redlining and “restrictive covenants
limited where African Americans could live. The populations of these areas
increased rapidly, but the available housing remained static. While there were
jobs available, employment opportunities were usually in the *secondary job
market which was characterized by instability, lack of benefits, and undesirable
residual employment rejected by whites. Access to skilled jobs was unavailable
because of union practices of nepotism that maintained a “whites only” policy
(Baron, 1969, pp. 146-147.)

Given the compelling challenges of urban life for African Americans,
the Black church willingly wrapped itself around the needs of its community.
This culture of helping was part of the definitive fiber of the Black church.
What was new in this era was the unparalleled growth of northern churches.
As these northern churches began to grow exponentially, many in large urban
areas became mega churches before there was such a term. The northern church
in its social welfare role became a figurative Ellis Island for the newly arrived
southern immigrants. The social welfare activities of urban Black churches in-
cluded residential location services, job referral services through word of mouth
or posting of opportunities, care for those who needed nursing services, after
school activities, and childcare services for working parents.

Qualifying for the Black Church’s social service programs was on the basis
of being a member of the Black community. Services were universal in nature
and readily accessed. Distinctions were not made on the basis of longevity of
membership or residence in the community. The only criterion was that help
was needed.

Because the Black church itself was a primary system in terms of its functions
and its potency in shaping spiritual and social perspectives, there was within it
an ethos of family empathy because of shared deprivation. This created within
the church a pervasive tacit understanding of the needs of brothers and sister
in the church and a willingness to respond.

Fulop and Raboteau (1997), writing about Rev. J.C. Austin and Pilgrim
Baptist Church of Chicago during this period, reference the church’s anniver-
sary program.

The church itself was organized into approximately one hundred
auxiliary units, to assure that every member of the congregation
had a “home” in Pilgrim’s vast community. Austin was particularly
effective in organizing groups of church women, who among their
other roles, functioned as social workers, “missionary women
whose job it was to go out...into these tenements and hovels these
folks were living in and teach them hygiene and how to care for
their babies and make sure they had food.” With the aid of five
assistant ministers and a deacon board of fifty-eight, Austin turned
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Pilgrim into a seven-day-a-week center for welfare, education,
health care, job training and placement, youth activity, culture,
and religion (p.318).

Abyssinia Baptist Church in Harlem New York functioned also as a social
welfare institution and social service center:

In each city there were a few leading churches and preachers who
took a prophetic stance in attempting to meet the great needs of
migrants by using their church’s resources to provide help with
food, shelter, clothing, and employment. In the 1920’ Rev. Adam
Clayton Powell, Sr., opened one of the first soup kitchens for the
hungry migrants...In 1939 his son, Rev. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.,
involved the church in welfare work, seeking employment, and
supported black workers in their strikes and attempts to unionize
(Lincoln & Mamiya,1990, p.121).

Pilgrim and Abyssinia Baptist churches serve as normative examples of the way
in which the organizational and social welfare structure of large urban Black
churches was elaborated during the years of the depression.

It is also noteworthy that the exigencies of life for many African Americans
were difficult during this period. Brokenness and mental dysfunction were not
uncommon. The Black church’s tradition of profound hospitality meant that
there was a great deal of tolerance for those who were dysfunctional and whose
life styles may have been out of sync with accepted Christian practices. Gilkes
(1980) writes about the Black church’s effectiveness for mitigating individual and
collective mental dysfunction of its members as an alternative to the established
social welfare mechanism that was inaccessible to African Americans.

The Pastors of churches north and south, on whose shoulders rested the
spiritual, social, and physical wellbeing of their membership, served as the hu-
man linchpins for the various welfare roles in the church. Because ministers
of this time were usually the most educated people in the congregation, they
became paternal figures who protected their members’ interests. Theirs was a
kind of shuttle diplomacy in which it was the Black minister’s responsibility to
collaborate with the white power structure, assist members with legal matters,
and attempt to keep the stress of population increase from destabilizing the larger
community. In this role Black ministers worked toward peaceful coexistence.

An undisputed and often autocratic leader of the local church, the pastor
controlled the church’s resources and often meted them out himself, or through
the organizational structure in the church designed to do so. The Black min-
ister’s power during this period, coupled with his expertise and the resources
that he controlled, made him a figure of God-like proportions within the Black
church. In the author’s childhood church during the 1950’s and 60, some of
the members of the church were able to become homeowners because the pastor
of our church had an arrangement with a realtor that assured the availability
of mortgages. In other instances, the pastor would co-sign for loans and other
financial help for his members.
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This period in the history of the Black church’s social welfare and social
services roles drew to a close with the coming of the civil rights era. The period
just described was one in which the focus was on creating an organizational
structure that would support the social service delivery system for the Black
community. In its Christian practice during the period of the great migrations,
the Black church took seriously the biblical praxiological principle of the Apostle
Paul of “being all things to all people that some might be won.” (1 Corinthians
9:22). There was not a sustained focus on the reluctant welfare nature of the
social environment during this period. However, the Black Church’s social wel-
fare activities during the civil rights era came to include community organizing
and empowerment of African Americans. The explosive dynamism of the Black
church against the reluctant social welfare system was to create a direct and
sustained focus on the very foundations of social welfare in America.

Forcing Open the gates to social welfare equity

Following World War II, the homeostasis of white privilege supported by
Black oppression began to unravel. The war itself had exposed African Ameri-
cans to the possibilities of racial parity in other countries. President Truman
had integrated the Armed Forces in 1948. The G.I. bill offered educational and
housing opportunities along with increased aspirations. The war became a wa-
tershed of change in social relationships. These served as social antecedents that
began to bring African American citizens into direct conflict with existing social
structures, ultimately leading to the civil rights movement of the 1950’ and 60’s.

By this time, the Black church had achieved not only organizational com-
plexity and solidity within, but its relationship with the Black community was
such that one could not be defined without the other. Another important de-
velopment during this time was the evolution of a second Black institution of
great influence, namely, the Black ministers’ conferences and Episcopal districts
which served to draw Black clergy together into well organized, prestigious, and
powerful fellowship groupings. These supra organizations served as a kind of
social dynamo to concentrate and magnify the power of the Black church. In
this context the fertile soil of unified protest was cultivated. And it was within
this same organizational context that Black leaders began to focus outward on
the inequities of the American social welfare system.

An excerpted statement by the National Committee of Negro Churchmen,
July 31, 1966, captures the changing focus of the Black church from its own
organizational concerns to the problems of the social environment:

...we must build upon that which we already present to some
extent in the Negro Church, in Negro fraternities and sororities,
in our professional associations, and in the opportunities afforded
to Negroes who make decisions in some of the have. “Black power”
is integrated organizations in our society...The future of America
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will belong to neither white nor black unless all Americans work
together at the task of rebuilding our cities. We must organize not
only among ourselves but with other groups in order that we can,
together, gain power sufficient to change this nation’s sense of what
is important and what must be done now...To accomplish this task
we cannot expend our energies in spastic or ill-tempered explo-
sions without meaningful goals. We must move from the politics
of philanthropy to the politics of metropolitan development for
equal opportunity (Sernett, 1985, p. 471).

The Black Church during this time became the catalyst both for raising social
consciousness and fueling social protest. The major goals were the acquisition
of power in the electorate through voters’ rights and the integration of accom-
modations. In a word, this was a campaign for equality of opportunity. What
was at stake for the Black church was the social welfare of Black Americans in
its broadest dimensions.

One of the most notable institutions that was created within the vortex
of civil rights deprivation was the SCLS — The Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, begun in Montgomery Alabama. The precipitating event was the
arrest of Rosa Parks for refusing to give her seat up on the bus to a white man.
The SCLCss first president was Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

In the northern cities, exclusion from the primary job market was part of
the economic backdrop of African Americans from the time of emancipation.
A creative strategy called “Selective Patronage” came out of the ministers’ con-
ference in Philadelphia in the 1950%. There was recognition on the part of the
clergy that the buying power of the Black community and the leverage from
using it was a powerful force. Selective patronage targeted particular companies
such as Tasty Baking Company, Pepsi Cola, and some of the oil companies.
The ministers agreed to encourage members of their churches not to buy from
these target companies. Unity of the Black ministers in the conferences and
their influence in the Black community helped the strategy succeed. Because
of the economic impact of lost retail sales, company after company came to the
bargaining table. The goal was simple: employment opportunities for the Black
community. This highly successful community organizing tactic led eventually
to the organization of the Opportunities Industrialization Centers (OIC), which
became international in scope. OIC’s purpose was to provide the skill sets that
the Black community needed in order to be qualified for the new opportunities
opening up to them (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990, p. 263).

The Black churches’ organizing efforts led to success in many of its social
welfare aspirations to a more open society for African Americans, especially in
the areas of economic and educational opportunity and residential mobility. But
left in the wake of this successful social welfare agenda were those on the eco-
nomic and social bottom rungs. As the neighborhoods surrounding urban Black
churches became depopulated, these isolated inner city areas, were plagued with
deteriorating housing, family disintegration, escalation of drug use and related
crimes, unemployment related to a faltering economy, and continuing political



50 Timothy Johnson

invisibility. The problems of inner cities became the new community organiz-
ing targets for the Black church. In the late 20" century, the Black churches
brought their expertise to bear in providing profound hospitality, mobilizing
and multiplying scarce resources, political and community organizing, and
organizational pervasiveness and preeminence. What was newly added to this
mix was a professionally trained clergy.

Social Change as Professional Practice

The training of African American Clergy up to the civil rights movement
was largely an apprenticeship model where learning took place primarily within
the church, with some supportive ancillary educational experiences. With the
opening of new educational opportunities and a college/seminary - educated
clergy as the norm, the skill sets of clergy were vastly expanded over what they
had been. Their educational backgrounds gave this new cadre of men and women
perspectives on the Black church in tandem with the social environment, and
skills in social service strategies for ameliorating some of the pressing social
problems confronting the Black community. Along with a transformed clergy,
the congregations of large urban churches were changing. Entering the cusp
of the 21% century, the Black church is now amply populated with at least two
to three generations of college-educated professionals. These professionals in
residence have shifted the social welfare dynamics of the Church away from
a residual-based, crisis-oriented social welfare institution where those in need
often served others in need. Black churches in varying degrees have become
fully functioning social service agencies in which professionals and volunteers
in the congregation create non-profit corporations and social service programs
to resource the needs of the Black community as well as their own.

Billingsley (1999) in his documentation of the Black Church and Social
Reform, gives an extensive inventory of the social service ministries of an ar-
ray of large urban Black churches across the country. The economic and social
services programs are folded into the church structure so as to deal with the
social and economic needs of persons. The list includes: housing development,
rehabilitation of abandoned and deteriorating housing, housing corporations,
programs for providing small business loans, nursing homes, medical clinics,
conferences on social problems of African Americans, computer literacy, social
services, shopping centers, mini markets, neighborhood revitalization programs,
education and training programs, and credit unions (pp.144-169).

Implications for Social Work

Embedded within the social welfare history of the Black Church are its ef-
forts to vanquish various types of durable and pervasive oppression which are
unfortunate staples of the American social environment. Sustained social work
community collaboration with black congregations has the potential for provid-
ing a strong social bulwark against oppression. Given that the Black church is
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resource rich in terms of people, property, expertise and linkages to the African
American community, it can greatly expand the scope and influence of social
work agencies. What is possible here is a quid pro quo exchange in which social
work agencies might be empowered to better serve African American Commu-
nities and African American communities in turn might be further empowered
by receiving services and resources.

Conclusion

The exploration of the social welfare role of the Black church points to
five important truisms that are of critical importance in the American social
and economic landscape. 1) The Black church’s role as social fiduciary over a
huge area of social capital still remains untapped and mostly invisible to the
larger society but if tapped, validated and energized, can only enhance the
common good; 2) The role of the Black church as a social welfare institution, if
calculated in terms of its economic value and savings to the established social
welfare system, would amount to an incalculable sum of money. This kind of
accounting ought to be acknowledged as an explicit and necessary economic
value of the Black church as a social welfare institution. 3) The Black church’s
social welfare efforts have evolved over its history from ad hoc social welfare by
default to sophisticated social welfare strategies and social services that bring
together public and private resources focused on need. The experience of the
Black church as a social welfare institution means that it has all the attributes for
being an effective force in Faith Based Initiatives. 4) The Black church itself is
fulfilling a role identified by Warren (2001), that of renewing American politics
by furthering the rebuilding of its foundation in the values and institutions that
sustain community. Warren laments the “missing” middle in American politi-
cal life. The Black church in its welfare role with over a century of cultivating
volunteerism, and now professionalism in service giving is actively involved in
rebuilding community and filling in the missing middle. What remains to be
done is for those in power, and for those who control resources and shape social
reality, to pull back the curtains of invisibility and showcase the Black Church
as an effective model for social welfare and social services in the 21* century.
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Endnotes

1 “redlining” was a practice used by banks to exclude Black communities from secur-
ing mortgages. Black neighborhoods would be circled in red markings as areas for which
mortgages would not be provided.

2 “restrictive covenants” were secret agreements struck on the parts of white neigh-
borhood associations that real estate would not be rented or sold to African Americans

3 The distinction between secondary and primary job markets is a concept coming
out of the Book “Institutional Racism in America.” In an addemdum by Jonathan Baron,
he makes the distinction between these two job markets. The primary job market, an ex-
clusionary one, was overwhelmingly white. It provided stable employment, with benefits
and upward mobility. The secondary job market, was overwhelmingly “minority” and was
characterized by low wages, instability, seasonal work, and dead end jobs.



CHAPTER 4

“ACCEPTING A TRUST SO RESPONSIBLE”:
CHRISTIANS CARING FOR CHILDREN
AT BUCKNER ORPHAN’S HOME,
DALLAS, TEXAS, 1879-1909

T. Laine Scales

On a winter day in 1908, a thirty seven year old mother, Mrs. Beatrice Dixon,
traveled with her four children from Letto, Texas to the Buckner Orphan’s
Home in Dallas. She carried her 2-year-old son, little Jimmy, along with three
daughters, 10-year-old Flora, 8-year-old Nellie, and six-year-old Grace. She
would be traveling back to Letto without her family. She intended to leave her
children in the care of the Buckner Home “on account of abandonment” of
her 37-year-old husband, Thomas Dixon, a “railroad man” from Texas. Filling
out the simple admission form, Beatrice reported that all of her children were
in good health and of legitimate birth, that both parents were of good moral
character, and that the family had a relationship with a Baptist church. Beatrice
abdicated her parental rights by signing a fixed statement presented to her by
the Buckner Home. She agreed to

...transfer to the Buckner Orphan’s Home all authority and control
over (child) during (her) minority, agreeing not to interfere in any
way whatever. This I do of my own accord and preference, feeling
grateful to the Institution for accepting a trust so responsible”
(Buckner Admissions Form, 1908; Buckner Registry, n.d. p. 321).

At a later time, perhaps when she had secured the financial means to care
for one child, she returned for her “baby,” presumably Jimmy, her 2-year-old
son. She signed another form, indicating that she was reclaiming possession of
the child (Buckner Transfer Blank; n.d.). The Dixon children would be absorbed
along with over 600 other children into the daily routine of the Buckner Home
(Bullock, 1993).

Though many children, like the Dixon’s, had one or two living parents,
some children, like the Warrens, came from families in which both parents were
deceased. Just before Christmas in 1907, 17-year-old Mary Warren made her way
from Allison, Oklahoma, bringing her sister and five brothers (ages 6 to 15) to
the Buckner Home, six months after the death of their mother. The children’s
mother had died at age 42 of “inflammation of the bowel.” Mrs. Warren had
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been a widow for five years, since her husband, a farmer from Mississippi, died
of pneumonia. The father had sustained no church relations, but was reported
to have good moral character. Mrs. Warren and all but the youngest children
were reported to be affiliated with the Baptist church. Her dying request was
that the younger children be left in the care of their eldest sister, Mary. This was
an awesome responsibility for a young girl.

Mary’s five younger brothers were admitted to the Buckner Home, but her
15-year-old sister, Suzie, was not admitted due to a physical disability. Presum-
ably, Reverend R. C. Buckner would help Suzie find an institution considered
more suitable for “incurables and permanent cripples.” Five months later, per-
haps after attempting to make a living on her own, Mary traveled back to the
Buckner Home to gain admission for herself, writing on her application form, “I
beg a home.” Her request was approved and she joined her brothers as a resident
(Buckner Admission Form, 1908).

The Dixon children, the Warren children, and many other orphans and “half-
orphans” came to the Buckner Orphan’s Home during a time when orphanages
were seen as the solution for helping poor children (Smith, E. P (1995). In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, parents who were deceased or in poverty
often left a child in the care of an institution, which was operated from private and
charitable funds donated by church members, primarily Baptists (Bullock, 1993).
However, the turn of the twentieth century and the rise of professional social work
brought a change in philosophies and practices of child care, favoring private
homes, rather than institutions as the proper setting to raise a child in poverty.

These two important changes, the professionalization of social work and
the turn toward what would become our modern-day foster care system, led
social workers to dismiss and even attempt to dismantle the important work of
religiously-motivated workers providing care for homeless and orphaned chil-
dren. The story of the Buckner Orphan’s Home illustrates how institutions might
have become a casualty of social work’s professionalization. However, Buckner
stayed true to its mission while making important adjustments and grew to be
one of the largest and most well-respected orphanages of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.

The enormous contribution of the Buckner agency continues into the 21st
century as the agency itself responds to our society’s recognition of what we now
call “faith based agencies.” The Buckner agency of today hires professional social
workers in key positions as the religiously motivated volunteer of yesterday has
more opportunities to become the well-educated and licensed social worker of
today. Christian social workers must keep these stories alive as we battle the
tendency within the social work profession to ignore or demean the important
work of church-related agencies like the Buckner Home.

For the Comfort and Education of Orphan Children

Robert Cooke Buckner, founder of the orphanage, was born in 1833 in
Tennessee and moved as a young boy with his family to Kentucky. There he
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became a Baptist preacher and married Vienna Long. In 1859, after a serious
illness he moved to the dry, healthy climate of Northeast Texas. Over the next
two decades, Buckner established himself in Paris, Texas as a well-known pas-
tor, leader in the Southern Baptist denomination, and owner and editor of The
Texas Baptist, a denominational newspaper circulated to about 4,000 subscribers
in the state. During these years Buckner, Vienna, and their children moved to
Dallas, which provided a more practical setting for publishing and mailing his
newspapers (Bullock, 1993, pp. 32-9).

In 1876, shortly after moving to Dallas, Buckner began articulating in The
Texas Baptist his ideas for a plan to establish an orphanage. He hoped to form
a convention of Baptist deacons from around the state to oversee and support
financially the enterprise. In the October 26 issue of 1876, he wrote: “What
should the Baptists of Texas do for the comfort and education of orphan chil-
dren? Let us have an orphan’s asylum” (Buckner, cited in Bullock, 1993, p.
41). The Deacons Convention was organized July 18, 1877 and selected fifteen
representatives from across Texas to serve as an Executive Board. R. C. Buckner
was appointed General Superintendent and was charged with raising funds,
promoting the cause, and managing correspondence. Two years later, on April
9, 1879, the first charter was filed in the Department of State in Austin. The
Executive Board had named the institution “Buckner Orphans’ Home” and ap-
pointed Buckner as the General Manager. The home was to receive “any and all
dependent white orphan children without regard to section or sectarian bounds.”
The bylaws also permitted that in some instances, “half-orphans”, or children
with one parent living might also be accepted (Buckner Orphan’s Home, 1879).

Humble Beginnings

Buckner took the money that had been raised, adding his own large contribu-
tion, and rented a temporary home in Dallas for the children until a more perma-
nent home in the country could be secured. The Buckner Home opened December
2, 1879 in a three-room cottage on two acres of land. It housed three children, John
and Alice Cruse from McKinney and John Jones from Ellis County. Deacon L. H.
Tilman and his wife served as the first superintendent and matron (Bullock, 1993;
Cranfill & Walker, 1915). By September 1880, Buckner had secured an offer from
J. T. Pinson for forty-four acres eight miles east of Dallas. Though the land was
worth $1,216, Pinson sold it to Buckner for $500 cash, donating the remainder.
A two-story dormitory was completed and in April of 1881, eight children, along
with a new superintendent and matron, T. J. and Sara Reese, moved into the new
home (Deacons Convention Minutes, 1881).

Children attended school for a half-day at the orphanage and were assigned
chores on the farm and in the home for the remainder of the day. On Sundays,
all children were required to attend church services in which Buckner presided
as pastor (Bullock, 1993). Through the daily activities at school, church and
work, the Buckner Home ensured that children were developing in “mind, mor-
als, and industry” (Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 260).
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By 1883, the Buckner Home was caring for fifty children. Baptists continued
to send support, often in the form of food and dry goods such as sugar, coffee,
tea, and dried fruits. Clothing and shoes were also donated, as well as cash
(Cranfill & Walker, 1915). The gifts of Baptists allowed for the provision of a
new school-and-chapel building, completed in June of 1883 (Bullock, 1993).
The completion of such a building reflected Buckner’s priorities of intellectual,
moral, and religious instruction for children. Such instruction was considered
imperative by Southern Baptist supporters. Buckner noted the children’s progress
in his latest newspaper, The Good Samaritan, a monthly publication addressing
social issues with the motto “Good Will, Good Words, Good Works.” When
enough money was raised to build it, the new school-and-chapel building oc-
cupied the center of the campus, reminding children, staff, and visitors of the
central place of formal schooling and religious training for orphaned children
(Bullock, 1993).

The Buckner Orphan’s Home School

In 1883, when the new school and chapel building opened, The Good Sa-
maritan reported that “for the first time [the children] are now under a teacher,
in regular school.” Buckner urged supporters to send more contributions, as
earnings from the children’s farm labor decreased, while expenditures for school
clothing and books increased. Children from the near-by community of Rein-
hardt were also invited to attend the Buckner school, a precious gift in the days
before every community had a state-supported school (Bullock, 1993). Buckner
placed a great deal of importance on education, noting:

No public school or charitable institution should be satisfied with
less than the very best of teachers: and certainly, where an individual
or society is entrusted with the education of those who have no
parents to look after their welfare, the greatest of care should be
exercised to put them under the most skillful and approved teach-
ers, not only competent to teach, but kind and faithful to control
(Buckner, 1883, p. 6).

The teacher in charge in 1884 was described by a visitor to the Buckner
Home as “a sweet Christian young lady.” Miss Carrie Smith, a reporter from
Dallas, had high praise for her:

A faithful and competent teacher has clearly proved herself, judging
from the practical demonstrations of her pupils. She seems to know
how to make the children love and obey her, at the same time take
an interest in their books (V.C.H., 1884, p. 68).

The teacher lived in the institution as a member of the Buckner Home family.
She found opportunities for teaching the children outside of the classroom. She
described to readers of The Good Samaritan the musical interests of a young
boy, Oscar.
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Music has a most wonderful effect on him... He will sit around the
house all day until he hears the organ... often, when I sit down
to the instrument and begin running my fingers over the keys, he
is instantly by my side, moving to and fro with the sound of the
music, drinking it all in as if he were perfectly charmed (Sister
Carrie, 1884, p. 28).

The Buckner Home relied on donations from interested Baptists to provide
school supplies and advertised for what was needed in The Buckner Orphan’s
Home Magazine, printed by the children as part of their vocational training. The
magazine listed specific items for donors to send such as tablets, slates, pencils,
pens, wall maps, charts and other school furnishings (Magazine, 1896). Soon a
complete library was established with newspapers and other periodicals donated
by publishers (Bullock, 1993).

As the Buckner Home grew, the school made slow improvements. By 1908,
a larger school and chapel building had been built “of reinforced monolithic
concrete and brick.” to accommodate the 550 children in school and kinder-
garten (Buckner Orphan’s Home, Annual Report, 1888-1918). The school only
offered elementary grades at this time and utilized six classrooms, with half the
students meeting four hours in the morning, and the other half meeting in the
afternoon session. Children did chores or played, according to their age and
abilities, when they were not in school (Annual Report, 1906-7).

The school employed a principal and “five excellent graduated teachers” to
serve in its nine-month program. The salaries and other school expenses were
paid for by the State of Texas and run from the public free school fund (Annual
Report, 1908-09, 1909-10). Buckner Home paid the salary of the kindergarten
teacher, and provided a furnished teachers’ cottage for the state employees. In
addition to the traditional “three R’s,” the curriculum was designed to teach
skills such as stenography, typewriting, and music, both vocal and instrumental.
Since these courses fell outside of the standard curriculum paid for by the State,
Buckner Home paid the teacher’s salaries for these courses and instruments were
donated (Bullock, 1991).

Religious Education

For R. C. Buckner, the clearest path to building a moral character was
through Christian teachings. He often emphasized that the orphanage was
open to children from all religions or no religion and he stated that the Buckner
Home never forced children to make religious commitments. However, religious
teachings were woven into the fabric of every day living, and attendance in
Sunday School and church was an expected part of the Buckner Home routine
(Bullock, 1993).

Three short years after opening, The Home established its own church, with
Buckner as its pastor. In its earliest years, the Home transported the children in
wagons, three hours round trip, to attend the Live Oak Baptist Church. On July
15, 1883, the Home Baptist Church was organized, allowing for stability and



58 T. Laine Scales

convenience of providing formal religious education at the Buckner Home site.
On opening day, the church baptized five persons, presumably children (Bullock,
1993). Like all Southern Baptist churches, the Home Church became part of a
local association of churches, the Elm Fork Association. Operating in a similar
manner to other small churches of the region, preaching services were held once
each month on Saturday and Sunday, with prayer meeting and Sunday school
meeting weekly. By 1903, preaching services were held each Sunday (Bullock,
1993; Cranfill & Walker, 1915).

From the earliest days of the Buckner Home, visitors commented upon
the strong religious flavor of the daily routine. No child ate a meal without first
thanking the Lord for the food. Each morning, family worship “was conducted
in a serious and impressive manner by Papa Reese...every effort is made to
instruct the children in the fear of the Lord,” reported a visitor (C.PS., 1884, p.
43). Occasionally, Baptist leaders would visit the Buckner Home and provide
additional sermons or religious teachings. They would also assure Southern
Baptist donors that the children were being provided with a proper religious
education. This description of the visit in 1885 by V. G. Cunningham, a travel-
ing Sunday school worker, reveals the flavor of such lessons:

These dear children have the benefit of Sunday school training,
and of what—would it to God it were otherwise—many children
with fathers and mothers are not blessed, that is, family worship.
It did my soul good to tell the precious lambs about the tender
Shepherd, and in solemn prayer to commend them to Him who
hath said: “When my father and mother forsake me then the Lord
will take me up.” Whoever hears their childish voices sing, “I have
a father—a mother—in the promised land,” will have abundant use
for his handkerchief (The Texas Baptist, 1885, p. 64).

Although a thorough religious training was provided, Buckner adamantly
declared that the children were not coerced to make religious confessions: “No
constraint, rewards, penalties, favoritism, or improper means of any kind are
resorted to influence their faith or practice in religious matters” (Annual Report,
1888, p. 4). Buckner was aware of the vulnerability of children to the pressures
of some revivalists and traveling evangelists who used emotional appeals to
win converts. He was opposed to such practices and did not allow protracted
revivals in the home. Nevertheless, the number of Home Church memberships
continued to grow.

In the Southern Baptist denomination, church membership was attained by
making a profession of faith in Jesus Christ and the commitment was symbol-
ized by baptism. During his Reunion Sermon of 1903, Buckner described how
the daily life of the Buckner Home led to many baptisms:

The other day more than 40 of these [children] were baptized, within
three weeks more than 60. They came to me at different times and
places and told of their conversion. No revival meeting, no evangelist,
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nothing but songs, Sunday school and a sermon each Sunday morning.
No death bed stories, no appeal to sympathy, only heart repentance for
sin, simple faith in Christ and a desire to walk in the truth (Buckner
as cited in Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 308).

While Buckner insisted that coercion was never used in religious matters, it
is clear that making a confession of faith leading to baptism was the norm for
children in his institution. On August 30, 1914, he baptized 87 children within
35 minutes (Cranfill and Walker, 1915).

In 1908 a new chapel and school building was built to accommodate the
growing church. In that year the Home cared for more than 650 orphans, al-
most 300 of whom were Buckner Home Church members The Sunday School
averaged 380 for the year. In 1910 the Sunday School attendance averaged 500
with a total church membership of 412 (Bullock, 1991, p. 75).

Sunday was a busy day for Reverend Buckner and for the children. After
an early breakfast, they all assembled in the chapel for a Family Talk, in which
“orderly conduct of the past week is mentioned and commended” by Reverend
Buckner. Sunday School was taught in age-graded classes, followed by preach-
ing services with all assembled. After lunch, Bible study was taught in smaller
groups, followed by an evening service for all, which included a sermon and
sometimes, baptism of many children (Cranfill & Walker, 1915).

Lessons in Morality

In addition to formal religious training on Sundays, lessons of morality
were woven into the everyday life of children at the Buckner Home. At meal
times, children might have been scolded for wrongdoing, or they might have
been given a little thyme about right living. Buckner biographer Karen Bullock
(1991) notes his “manner with the children was a mixture of solemnity and
laughter” (p. 124). As the children described: “Father Buckner makes talks from
the music stand, sometimes he makes some of us feel bad because we are bad.
Sometimes he makes us feel glad. Sometimes he makes funny rhymes just to
tickle us” (Buckner Orphan’s Home, 1907, p. 11).

Buckner often used stories of disobedient children to provide moral instruc-
tion. On one occasion he instructed his audience:

I remember one of our dear boys, sitting years ago on the gravel walk
near the well, with dejected look and fallen countenance. He had no
words at command. He had gone into the path of disobedience to
his matron, and tried to cover it with a falsehood. But I approached
him kindly, persuaded him that truth was better than falsehood and
he soon told me all, looking me in the eye and feeling better and
stronger. It was his last falsehood so far as I have learned. He is now
aman, a Christian man, and has a Christian wife. ... he is successful
inbusiness. . .has self-respect and self confidence, and does not think
of failure (Buckner as quoted in Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 303).
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One little girl demonstrated that she was learning lessons of morality when she
wrote the following report of Father Buckner’s visit to the children at the Baptist
Orphanage at Thomasville, North Carolina:

He told us that some of his boys and girls were not always good,
and had to be punished. He said one little boy was sent to look
for a cow and climbed up a tree. Then he asked the boys if they
would go cow-hunting up a tree. And we had a laugh. But there
was a sad ending to his story. The little fellow lost his hold and
fell to the ground, breaking both his arms, which was caused by
disobedience (Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 159).

Rules and Regulations

Reverend Buckner had strict rules for teenagers, particularly concerning
courtship. Orphans dated one another and sometimes married. Young men
and women also dated teenagers from the nearby community of Reinhardt, or
from Dallas, but young people had to follow strict decorum required by Father
Buckner. He explained to supporters that young women were more properly
supervised in the orphanage than if they were living with a private family:
“Custom in many private families where orphans are placed, permits them to
go buggy-riding or walking in single couples; from this institution never! Nor is
it permitted by other institutions that are properly conducted.” Instead, young
women received gentleman callers in the parlors of the institution, just like in
a middle class home (Annual Report, 1907-08, pp. 23-4).

Father Buckner assumed the role of vigilant patriarch for the young women
at the Home. In 1912 he wrote this curt letter to a potential suitor from Dallas:

Dear Sir,

Referring to your proposition to my ward, Miss XX, to call
on her tomorrow, also to bring your “ pal” with a desire that
another of my young lady wards be about so he can meet her,
I beg to request that the visit be not made, either of yourself
or your “pal”. I have just talked with both the girls and have
read your last two letters. If you should desire to cultivate the
acquaintance of the young lady or any of the young ladies in
B. O. Home, it is requisite that with proper recommendations
you first seek my acquaintance and permission. (Buckner, R.
C. to E. A. Sellars, July 1912).

Buckner expected that children would behave in a manner considered ap-
propriate and that they would create among themselves a norm of obedience. One
young boy who ran away requested to come back to the Home. He was asked to
acknowledge in writing his wrongdoing and then to promise “to be a truthful,
obedient, and honest boy, [and] to tell on any boy in the Home who may not
be honest and truthful.” (Buckner, R. C., to Master Paul Reed, June 26, 1899).
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As was common in those days, corporal punishment was sometimes used
to discipline children, though Buckner insisted it was used sparingly, “only in
extreme cases, and then only in a mild and judicious way” (Buckner, 1886).
In the following letter he provides moral instruction to a boy who ran away
because he had been whipped by a staff member. The child asked to re-enter
the Buckner Home “because I knew I did wrong and wanted to go to school
and do my duty.” In his response to the boy, Buckner justifies the whipping,
but also shows his openness to receive any reports of abuse from the children.

I well know that many boys need the rod sometimes, and at the
Home it is often spared when it should be used. In that fit of anger
you did what in cooler moments you regret. You ought always to
cool off before doing such a serious thing. I forgive the past and
restore to you the privileges and advantages of the Home. If you
should ever believe you are seriously mistreated come to me about
it and tell the whole truth whether it is hard on yourself or any
body else. The past is forgiven... (Buckner, R. C. to “Eugene,”
Archives, BBB, 1902).

Buckner’s View of Character Education

Buckner often spoke of his institution’s emphasis on moral and religious
development: “It is a character builder, and husbands the material... Orphan
children are as good and worthy as anybody’s children. They are not responsible
for their sad condition” (Annual Report, 1909-10, n.p.). Buckner’s emphasis on
the teaching of good character reveals his philosophy of human development.
He viewed children as innocent victims of their parents and of society. “What is
prettier than a child?”, he asked those listening to him preach in 1903, “What
more innocent? Of such is the Kingdom of Heaven” (Buckner, 1903 as quoted
in Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 307).

Like most evangelicals of his day, Buckner believed that philanthropic mo-
tivations to help others were not sufficient; rather Christian soul-winning was
the goal. He wrote in the Good Samaritan: “The motives of the philanthropist
are good and commendable, as he endeavors to reclaim any who are in any of
the whirlpools [of sin such as alcohol, gambling, brothels, crime] or drifting in
any way. But the motives of the Christian are equally so, and then they reach
further, desiring poor, drifting souls to be saved in Christ....” (Buckner, 1884
as cited in Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 298).

Buckner’s firm belief that good or bad character was learned led him to lobby
for reformatories for young boys in trouble. He believed the reformatory could save
the young boy and urged Dallas leaders to create a system “for proper restraint and
training for these crooked young sprouts, for after awhile it would be impossible
to straighten them out” (Reformatory for boys, 1903). Presumably, Buckner also
wanted to insure that delinquent boys would not be sent to the Buckner Home to
live with the orphans and teach the Buckner boys behaviors considered immoral.
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Buckner believed that good or bad character could be taught, and he proudly
took credit for the moral training of the children. According to Buckner, some
of the children arrived at the Home having formed undesirable characters
through improper learning. “Some have come who had not heard the name of
God except as used in profanity. They had seen the inside of the saloon and
almost every or any kind of place but the inside of school and church buildings
(Annual Report, 1912-13, p. 11). Buckner described these children as “ignorant,
untidy, immoral, and with other evidences of having been under the influences
of vicious, degrading environments,” but under the Buckner Home influence,
they quickly “take on better ways, the use of better language and cherish higher
ideals” (Annual Report, 1915-16, p. 12).

Former wards of the Buckner Home were held up as examples of good
character in hopes that children would be inspired to emulate them. In the fol-
lowing letter that Buckner received from an employer, the feminine qualities of
a former ward are described, and Buckner is given the credit for cultivating her
good character. He published the letter under the heading “A Sample Training”:

Yes, Dr. Buckner, Miss Wagnon is a jewel, a most charming young
lady, kind, industrious, and full of sunshine. Few people will ever
meet her without admiring her goodness of nature and disposition.
She surely reflects great credit upon your noble work in staging
the habits and disposition of a Godly and queenly type (Annual
Report, 1918, pp. 8-9).

Children were taught patriotism and devotion to the United States and
many young men joined the military once they left the home. The Annual Report
noted, “They love the flag of their country and the Banner of the Cross. Hear
them sing “my Country ‘Tis of Thee, Sweet Land of Liberty” and your patriotic
hearts would swell with pride...” (1912-13, p. 3).

In the same way that children learned “good” character, they could also
learn “bad” character, in Buckner’s view. A child could be trained for immoral-
ity so that he or she may never be able to walk the proper moral path (Cranfill
& Walker, 1915). Relatives and others who visited the Home were expected
to set an example for the children. They were instructed not to use tobacco in
any form in the presence of children and not to indulge in “ardent spirits” nor
profane language. Violators would be asked to vacate the premises (Buckner
Orphan’s Home Magazine, Oct. 1896).

Labor and Industrial Training
R. C. Buckner expected children to work in the Home and learn “habits of

industry.” The daily routine included chores supervised by matrons or workmen:

4:00am  kitchen girls rise to prepare breakfast
5:00am  rising bell
5:30am  first bell, prepare dining room tables
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6:00am  breakfast; “at the ringing of this last bell the boys and girls form
into lines in their respective corridors, the smallest in the lead,
and march in single file to organ music, and fill nine tables.”

7:00am  various household chores

8:30am  half to school, half to chores

11:30am prepare for dinner

12 noon Dinner

1:30pm  second half day of school

4:30pm  school is dismissed

5:30pm  prepare for supper

6:00pm  supper

7:00pm  some are engaged in study, some promenading the walks, others
talking or singing or swinging.

9:00pm  bedtime (Cranfill & Walker, 1915, p. 181)

The daily example was reinforced by lessons and sermons emphasizing
the value of work. Buckner often repeated this reminder: “Without work it is
impossible to please God” (Annual Report, 1910-11, p. 19). One of Buckner’s
sermonettes, printed in the Baptist Standard and perhaps preached to the children,
demonstrates the value of work. Buckner quoted from Ecclesiastes: “Whatsoever
thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” Buckner went on to emphasize
the importance of all tasks “Whatsoever, whether it be great or small, hard or
easy, pleasant or disagreeable” (Cranfill & Walker, 1915, pp. 287).

Lessons about the value of work were reinforced by experiences. Children
at the Buckner Home performed daily chores in order to learn the value of
hard work for all. In addition, the children’s labor functioned to support the
Home financially. In keeping with an ethic that disparages “a free hand out,”
the children of the Buckner Home were not receiving charity but were, through
their labor, contributing something for the care they received (Bullock, 1993).

Each child attended school for a half-day and for the rest of the day all chil-
dren were busy in industry. Assigned chores reflected popular notions of gendered
division of labor. The boys worked in farming: plowing, planting, harvesting, and
dairy operations. Girls stayed busy with the cooking, sewing, laundry and iron-
ing. On Sundays, there was no laboring, and all children were required to attend
church services (Bullock, 1993).

Though not often engaged in manual labor himself, Buckner certainly was
industrious. Buckner’s reputation for being a hard worker was legendary, and
it was said that he could do the work of six men (Bullock, 1991). Reporting on
his writing and correspondence for 1907, he notes that in addition to writing
many newspaper articles, sermons, and other addresses and traveling in con-
nection with the Home, he wrote about forty letters a day, amounting to 14,600
for the year. This work was in addition to the management and oversight of
the orphanage, as well as other charitable operations he managed, such as the
Cottage Homes for the Aged, the Children’s Hospital, the city Annex, and the
farming operation (Annual Report, 1906-07, p. 20).
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Through his publications, Buckner assured supporters that their money
was not being used to support lazy children. When Mrs. K. E. Hewett visited
the Home, she assured readers that Southern Baptist dollars were being well
spent: “Now to the question I have been asked: ‘Are these children supported
in idleness? Let me say that industry is the life of the Home; the larger ones
serving alternately in the house and in school” (Hewett, 1884, p. 42). However,
Buckner also stated clearly that the children’s labor was not enough to support
the Buckner Home. Some expenses were reduced, and the value of industry was
taught, but no profits were realized. In the 1907 Picturebook, the young narrator
notes: “Father Buckner says the shops do not really make money, but they help to
make useful men out of what might be idle boys. But by handling the water and
fans, lights and laundry they do save very much money as well as time” (p. 20).

In the earliest days of the Buckner Home, before a regulated nine- month
school year, children sometimes had opportunities to earn their own money
by laboring for neighbors. A teacher at the Buckner Home reported in 1884:

The boys feel about three inches higher, on account of the new
boots they bought with their “cotton money” i.e. what they made
by picking cotton for some of the neighbors. It makes them quite
proud to get some shiny dimes of their own.... (Sister Carrie,
1884, p. 28).

Buckner made it clear that the orphanage did not send children to families
that would exploit their labor. He described a well-to-do family intending to
exploit a boy, requiring him to do farm work “and do other things for a man
who wants to send his own boy off to school, or wants cheap labor that he can
control....” (Buckner Orphan’s Home, 1906-07, p. 25). Buckner would not sup-
ply labor for such a family in the form of an orphan child. Nor would he send
a girl to care for children and perform other housekeeping duties and “do such
things as the own daughter “must not do” (Buckner Orphan’s Home, 1906-07,
p- 25). Buckner did not mind children working, but he did mind them being
exploited and particularly in the face of other children in the family who did
not have to work. This fear of favoritism was perhaps the reason he established
a policy of only giving children to adoption by couples that were childless
(Buckner Orphan’s Home, 1906-07, p. 25). Buckner was aware that some adop-
tive parents were motivated to take children in to provide needed labor. In his
publications, he warned prospective parents that his orphanage was “not a
labor bureau.... It trains for independent citizenship in the best government on
earth. It is meant that young men and women shall go out as farmers, teachers,
mechanics, preachers and into the various industries and professions” (Annual
Report, 1909-10, p. 22).

The Buckner Home was not considered transitional or temporary placement
for orphan children; rather it was rare that children were adopted. Buckner said:

During thirty years of experience in orphan work, and close ob-
servation, I have formed, and been thoroughly confirmed in the
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opinion that at least nineteen of every twenty who seek to get
possession of an orphan child, or children, are actuated by selfish
motives; that not one in a hundred mean it simply for the good of
the child... Those without children of their own seldom know how
to treat a child; adopting or indenturing one from an orphanage,
they are likely to spoil it by overindulgence, or to break its spirit
by being too exacting and severe... Then they want to be rid of the
child and it is left without home; and some such drift into shame
and ruin.... (Annual Report, 1906-7, pp. 25-6).

Twentieth Century Changes

Two important trends intersected in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to bring changes to the Buckner Home. On the national scene, as the
new profession of social work emerged, professionals with social work educa-
tion and credentials would differentiate themselves from clergy or volunteers,
at times devaluing the contributions of those who had served faithfully. At the
same time, the nation’s child welfare advisors, led by social workers, expressed
preference to place orphaned children in family homes, rather than in institu-
tions like the Buckner Home.

The Rise of Professional Social Work

By the late nineteenth century, social workers began searching for a way to
explain their own contributions and to gain respect from other professionals and
the public. In the early twentieth century this became a preoccupation, especially
after 1915 when the landmark speech of Abraham Flexner entitled “Is Social
Work a Profession?” caused a flurry of activity to professionalize (Bledstein,
1976; Lubove, 1972). The rise of new schools of social work, beginning with
the New York School of Philanthropy, provided credentials to create a sharp
separation between educated professionals and the proto-social workers who
had served faithfully in agencies. (Klein, 1968).

While professionalization brought important gains to social work, some
losses were sustained. For example, social work historian David Austin argued
that social work’s obsession with one speech, Flexner’s speech in 1915, prevented
social workers from creating their own criteria for becoming a profession. While
attempting to fulfill Flexner’s recommendation, based on his experience with
medicine, rather than social work, the new profession became distracted from
its own work (Austin, 1983).

Another loss to social work came when the new professionals embraced
scientism and a more efficient and rational approach (Lubove, 1972; Kunzel
(1988) argues that the move toward scientism was launched to gain prestige
for the profession by identifying with the more “masculine” professions such
as medicine. Whatever the mixture of motives, it is clear that by the twentieth
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century the new social work profession had launched on to the values of “ef-
ficiency, objectivity, and expertise. (Kunzel, p. 25).

While the Flexner speech and the trend toward scientism are often noted
in social work histories an additional story that is seldom told, but is one of
the most important for Christian social worker to understand recounts the de-
valuing of church-related volunteers, board members, and paid workers. Diana
Garland describes this decline in her book, Church Agencies: Caring for Children
and Families in Crisis:

Social workers, anxious to guard their claim to professional knowl-
edge and skill, questioned the ability of laypeople to set policies. That
required professional expertise. They hoarded information about
their work and their clients, excluding board members from mean-
ingful roles in what had been their institutions (1994 pp. 77-78).

Garland points out that the professionalization of social work certainly
made services more effective and more efficient for some clients. But what was
“lost in the shift,” she argues, was the personal relationship between religiously
motivated workers and their clients (Garland, 1994 pp. 77-78).

The Rise of Modern Foster Care

In addition to the trend toward professionalization, the nation’s decision
to abandon institutional care as a viable option for dependent children shaped
the future of the Buckner Home. On January 25, 1909, at the White House
Conference on Dependent Children, a notable change in the methods of car-
ing for dependent children would transform child welfare strategies for the
rest of the twentieth century. Soon thereafter, Congress passed The Children’s
Bureau Bill to advance the emerging movement advocating the placement of
orphaned children in families rather than in institutions (Lundberg, 1947). The
Bill passed without the votes of the Texas senators. They had been persuaded
by their familiarity with the advantages of the Buckner Home, as well as by the
arguments of R. C. Buckner and other Texas supporters, to vote against the bill
(Cranfill and Walker, 1915).

As the modern foster care system emerged, institutions like the Buckner Or-
phan’s Home were dismissed by members of the emerging social work profession
as outmoded, cold, and sterile. At the 1909 Conference on the Care of Dependent
Children, called by Theodore Roosevelt, the consensus of child welfare workers,
which included the new professional social workers, was expressed in these words:
“Home life is the highest and finest product of civilization. Children should not
be deprived of it except for urgent and compelling reasons. Surely poverty alone
should not disrupt the home.” Leaders in child welfare proposed that widows and
women who had been deserted “should be given such aid as may be necessary to
enable them to maintain suitable homes for rearing their children. ... Children from
unfit homes and children who have no homes, who must be cared for by charitable
agencies, should, so far as practicable, be cared for in families” (Proceedings, 1909).
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This shift in philosophy brought about important benefits for children. It
created a foster care system, as well as supplemental income or “welfare” for
poor mothers, first known as Mother’s Pensions in 1911 and, in 1935, known
as Aid to Families with Dependent Children. These changes contributed to the
professionalization of social workers in child welfare, a positive step indeed.
However, the contributions of faith-based agencies like the Buckner Home were
not recognized by the new profession of social work as the important contribu-
tors they were (Garland, 1994; Keith-Lucas, 1962).

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, national changes in
the child welfare scene set in motion by the Children’s Bureau set the course for
a new system of foster care and adoption. In addition, the emerging profession
of social work claimed child welfare and “home finding” as its turf. This shift
was symbolized when the social workers, preparing the list for the 1909 confer-
ence, omitted most of the leaders of church-related institutions. Buckner and
other leaders of church-related institutions had for years attended the National
Convention of Charities and Corrections along with Jane Addams, Mary Rich-
mond, and others that today’s social workers claim as founders of the profession.
However, when he did not receive an invitation to the table, Buckner and other
leaders of institutions caring for children recognized what was about to happen
(Cranfill and Walker, 1915).

Forging ahead

So what happened to institutions like the Buckner Home? In spite of the
new bill, institutional care did not disappear immediately and, particularly
church-related institutions would house children through the first half of the
twentieth century (Garland 1994). However, the new system of foster care and
adoption, growing alongside the emerging profession of social work, was firmly
set in motion by the bill.

It would be over 30 years before the number of children in orphanages began
to decline nationally (Jones, 1989). By the 1930s, there were more foster homes
than ever. However, due to the Great Depression, which displaced many children,
both foster families and orphanages were needed to care for more children who
were staying longer in care (Jones 1989). The new Social Security Act of 1935
placed the care of foster children and poverty-stricken children living with their
parents in the hands of governmental agencies. The government provided very
little institutional care in orphanages, leaving that task to church agencies.

According to Alan Keith-Lucas, social worker, Christian, and pioneer in
training workers in church institutions, the divisions were made along the lines
of church vs. government. Child welfare professionals supported or attacked a
system of care, not based on its intrinsic strengths and limitations, but rather
because they were pro-church or anti-church. (Keith-Lucas, 1962).

Although the Children’s Bureau Bill aimed to put professionally trained
social workers in the new child welfare system, by the turn of the twenty-first
century, state agencies employed fewer and fewer social workers on the front
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lines. Scarce resources and high turn-over led to the employment of case workers
and child welfare workers without social work degrees or licensure.

Church-related institutions like Buckner continued caring for children, but
their purposes shifted over time to providing residential treatment for troubled
children and facilitating adoption and foster care for non-residential children
(Garland, 1994). By the end of the twentieth century, critics of the modern
foster care system called for a revival of orphanages, arguing that institutions
would address some of the flaws of foster care including expense, abuses, and
too few homes ready for placement (“Minnesota Brings,” 1998; “Social Work-
ers Condemn,” 1994); While orphanages have not reappeared on the American
scene, a new appreciation of faith-based social welfare emerged in the twenty-
first century with the creation of the White House Ofice for Faith-Based and
Community Initiatives (now called the White House Office for Faith-Based and
Neighborhood Partnerships) (Travers, 2009).

Today’s Buckner International, thriving in Dallas, maintains the vision of
its founder: addressing the church’s mandate to care for our most vulnerable
members of society—populations we used to call “orphans and widows.” Ex-
panding beyond Texas, the Buckner agency continues to provide a wide array
of programs and services for children, families and older adults, both in the US
and abroad. ("Who We Are,” 2011).

Some faith-based institutions, like Buckner, have increased their hiring of
professional social workers. Determined to hire MSW-level graduates with strong
Christian commitments, the Buckner agency of the 21* century is addressing
the divide between church agencies and professional social workers. Buckner
partners with undergraduate and graduate social work programs located in
Christian universities, such as Baylor University in its home state of Texas, to
hire the very best professionals who combine Christian faith with a sound social
work professional training ("About Us,” 2011). Rather than being excluded, as
R. C. Buckner was in 1909, today’s Buckner social workers disseminate their
knowledge and experience by presenting at social work conferences such as
National Association of Social Workers, Texas Chapter, and North American
Association of Christians in Social Work.

“Accepting a trust so responsible”—Reclaiming our stories

The Buckner Home adopted, nurtured, and reared the infant child welfare
system by raising money, discovering best practices, and saving children lost or
abandoned after the Civil War. When the child welfare enterprise was adopted
by the U. S. Government in 1909 for oversight and regulation, the now “ado-
lescent” system operated by social workers showed contempt for its church-
related roots, as teenagers often do. The 1909 White House meeting, as well
as the 1935 Social Security Act, increased government roles. But without the
early care and nurturing of institutions like the Buckner Orphan’s Home, the
child welfare system as we know it today could not have survived its childhood
years. As Mother Dixon felt gratitude in 1908 to the Buckner Home for “accept-
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ing a trust so responsible,” the profession of social work must also recognize
and appreciate the important work of institutions like the Buckner Home who
nurtured the fledgling child welfare system.

The stories of early child welfare agencies like the Buckner Orphan’s Home
must be told, not only to Christian social workers, but to all social workers.
Unfortunately, authors of social work text books often distill the complex and
variegated story of our profession’s roots into a page or two of text for students.
Social work authors sometimes report a distorted version of the profession’s entire
history as resting on the shoulders of two venerated figures—Mary Richmond
and Jane Addams—with no mention of the contributions of early church-related
agencies like the Buckner Orphan’s Home (Scales & Kelly, 2011). If church- af-
filiated agencies are mentioned at all, they may be portrayed as over-zealous or
incompetent meddlers operating poorly-run agencies.

Christian scholars must continue to study, record, and publish stories of the
dedicated and competent faith-based agencies and their leaders who cared for
vulnerable children. Moreover, we must report and celebrate the cooperative spirit
of the past that brought Reverend Buckner yearly to the National Conference of
Charities and Corrections to work with and learn from other social welfare agen-
cies. We must resist adopting our profession’s tendency to emphasize divisions
between professional and volunteer and social worker and clergy when recounting
our profession’s history. Christians in social work can lead the way by making an
intentional effort to move forward in celebrating both our Christian and “secular”
roots together. My hope is that the Buckner Home story has inspired you, readers
exploring the history of social welfare, to seek out and publish stories of early
social welfare services from your own faith traditions.
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Notes

1 This chapter was first published in Social Work and Christianity, 38(3), 332-355 .

2 1 dedicate this article to my dear daughter April, a modern-day “Buckner girl,”
entrusted to us in 2005 by Buckner Baptist Benevolences (now Buckner International)
and Child Protective Services of Texas. It has been the joy of my life to accept “a trust so
responsible.”

3 The names of children and families mentioned in the article have been changed to
protect their identities.



CHAPTER 5

“GO IN PEACE AND SIN NO MORE”:
CHRISTIAN AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN
AS SOCIAL WORK PIONEERS

Tanya Smith Brice

Professional social work is rooted in indigenous helping traditions; that is,
helping grows out of the social and cultural contexts of each client system. As
different cultures settled in the industrialized centers of the Northeast and Mid-
west regions of the United States, settlement houses were founded to help these
mostly European immigrants become acculturated to their new life in the United
States (Crocker, 1992; Kraus, 1980). These immigrants, as well as migrants from
the American South, became the primary workforce in the growing industrial
factories, resulting in an emerging working class, as well as increased social
issues. Some of these issues included harsh working conditions, high rates of
death and injury among children who worked in these factories, unsupervised
children in the city streets, high crime rates, poor housing options and rampant
health epidemics (Clapp, 1998; Hart, 2010; O’Connor, 2004; Stein, 1962).
Out of the need to address these social concerns, the profession of social
work arose. Women formed philanthropic and charitable organizations as a
part of their religious practices (Abramovitz, 1998; Ehrenreich, 1985; Simon,
1994). In 1898, the New York School of Philanthropy at Columbia University,
began offering the first professional social work training program (Meier, 1954;
Ravitch, 2000; Work, 1921). Unfortunately, White women and men created
these organizations and training programs for Whites only (Carlton-LaNey,
1999; Lasch-Quinn, 1993). This chapter highlights the social welfare efforts of
African Americans for African Americans, efforts often overlooked when social
workers recount stories of our professional beginnings. Using the example of
the North Carolina Industrial Home for Colored Girls in Efland, NC, the values
and practices of African American social work pioneers will be illustrated.

African American helping tradition
African Americans have an indigenous helping tradition rooted in African
communal traditions (Billingsley & Giovannoni, 1972; E. P. Martin & Martin,

1995). The values of the African community transcended the trans-Atlantic
slave trade, the institution of chattel slavery, and the transition to life as free
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persons. The African community is characterized by the following values: (1)
Group identity is paramount; and, (2) Spirituality is integral to understanding
the world (Martin & Martin, 2003; 1985).

Group identity is an important value in African American cultures. There
is an ancient African proverb that says, “I am because we are, therefore, we are
because I am.” This proverb speaks to the interconnectedness of the individual
and the community. In the African American helping tradition, addressing com-
munity needs is a personal task.

In addition, valuing one’s spirituality is an essential practice in African
American communities (Billingsley, 1968; Blackwell, 1975; DuBois, 1909; Mc-
Cluskey, 1997). There is an understanding that humans are spiritual, as well as
physical beings. When addressing the physical and social needs of the African
American community, spiritual needs are tended to as well. These two values:
group identity and spirituality would become very important to African Ameri-
can social work pioneers.

African American women as helpers

African American women played an integral role in the development of
the social work profession, particularly as it relates to the African American
community. In the African tradition, women are seen as the life-bearers of the
community (Brice, 2007a). Because women are the sole bearers of new life,
mothers have a revered place in the African community. Social work services,
developed by African American women, focused on protecting African American
womanhood. These services were characterized by four principles: self-help,
mutual aid, race pride, and social debt(Carlton-LaNey, 1999). Self-help is
the notion that African Americans were uniquely positioned to address most
adequately the needs of the African American community. Mutual aid further
supports this ideology; women were committed to helping one another and
relied on support from the African American community. Pride in their race
motivated these pioneers to serve the least of their race, as a means of uplifting
the race. Just like their White counterparts, these women pioneers were of the
upper socioeconomic classes. Their motivation for developing services to the
lower classes was to pay a social debt. Based on the value of interconnectedness,
these social work pioneers believed that they were obligated to uplift African
Americans of the lower classes.

Lifting as we climb

Itis in this context that African American women, individually and through
organizations, saw the need for an intentional effort to address the needs of the
African American community, with particular emphasis on African American
girls. The National Association of Colored Women (NACW), founded in 1896,
developed in response to growing social concerns. While exemplifying the
theme of social uplift through the motto, “Lifting as we climb”, these women
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were instrumental in creating a social order through their meticulous atten-
tion to education, benevolence, and social graces (Cook, 2001; Gilmore, 1996;
Hodges, 2001; Salem, 1994). Made up of African American women in 40 states,
the NACW collectively developed a private social welfare system that included
orphanages, old age homes, kindergartens, homes for working girls, homes for
wayward girls, as well as other programs (Carlton-LaNey, 2001; Hodges, 2001,
Lerner, 1974; Salem, 1994).

The work of African American clubwomen was an intentional effort to
address the spiritual needs of the African American community. It has been
described as a “socioreligious movement aimed at reforming society through the
‘uplift’ efforts of African American women” (Riggs, 2006, p. 865). Fannie Barrier
Williams, a founding member of NACW, suggests that the African American
clubwomen’s movement was born from church work. She clarifies by explaining:

The training which first enabled colored women to organize and
successfully carry on club work was originally obtained in church
work. These churches have been and still are the great prepara-
tory schools in which the primary lessons of social order, mutual
trustfulness and united effort have been taught...” (Williams,
1900, p. 383).

Mary Church Terrell, a founding member and the first president of the NACW,
further describes these women as “women [who] were filled with the spirit of
Christ...to save the race from immorality and vice; to put forth every effort to
prevent the young from going astray” (Mary Church Terrell Papers, n.d., as
quoted in Riggs, 2006, p.869).

Clubwomen across the nation formed state federations to coordinate the
efforts of the national organization. Each federation was made up of individual
clubs. The North Carolina Federation of Colored Women (NCFCW), founded
in 1909, was instrumental in developing programs and services for African
American girls (Gilmore, 1994) through the founding of the North Carolina
Industrial Home for Colored Girls, also known as Efland Home for Girls. Dr.
Charlotte Hawkins Brown, a prominent educator and founder of Palmer Memo-
rial Institute, a finishing school for upper class African American students from
around the nation, was the founding president of NCFCW.

In North Carolina, there was no state institution for African American
girls deemed delinquent until 1943. During this time period, the term “female
delinquency” meant sexual delinquency (Bloom, Owen, Rosenbaum, & De-
schenes, 2003; Sedlak, 1983; Tice, 1998). Girls who were either victims of sexual
violence or rumored as promiscuous, were at risk of being deemed delinquent.
African American girls were particularly at risk of being labeled delinquent, as
they were often viewed by Whites as being “innately promiscuous” and “erotic
icons” (Brice, 2007b; D’Emilio & Freedman, 1998; Gilman, 1985; Russett,
1989; Weeks, 1986). This misperception was of particular concern for African
American clubwomen. While the North Carolina’s juvenile court system handled
an average of 192 cases of African American girls deemed delinquent between
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1919 and 1939, many of these young girls were sent to adult penitentiaries or
simply returned to their communities without supervision.

The NCFCW sought to address the needs of these young girls and to save
African American womanhood. After years of fundraising, coalition building,
and lobbying for support from key policy makers and community members, this
group of women purchased 142 acres of land, approximately two miles from
Efland, North Carolina, for the purpose of building a facility to serve delinquent
African American girls.

Efland Home began accepting African American girls deemed delinquent
by the state in October 1925. The philosophy of Efland Home was “to save the
young Negro girl who is on the verge of wasting her life”. It served as a mecha-
nism “to give her a second chance.” The underlying mission of Efland Home
was to “save Negro womanhood and we shall hope to surround these girls with
the spirit of Jesus whose memorable words were ‘Go in peace and sin no more’
(North Carolina Industrial Home for Colored Girls, 1925). The mission embod-
ies the values of African American women’s work-- group identity, as well as an
important spiritual component.

The first board of trustees was made up of an influential group of seven
clubwomen, who were influenced by a “distinct religious, ethical tradition”
(Collier-Thomas, 2010; Riggs, 2006; McArthur, 1998). The first chairwoman
of the Board of Trustees was Fannie Yarborough Bickett, wife of a former North
Carolina governor, and an active member of the North Carolina Federation of
Women, the White counterpart to the NCFNW. Governor and Mrs. Bickett,
both lawyers, were instrumental in establishing North Carolina’s juvenile court
system, as well as advancing reforms in North Carolina’s education system.
Minnie Sumner Pearson, a former teacher and active member of the NCFNW,
served as co-chair of the Board of Trustees. Her husband, Dr. William G. Pear-
son, a professor of Business Education at North Carolina College for Negroes,
in Durham, served as special treasurer to the Board of Trustees. Lula Kelsey, of
Salisbury, was a licensed embalmer who owned two businesses with her husband,
Noble & Kelsey, a fire insurance company, and Kelsey & Kelsey, a funeral home.
Kelsey succeeded Brown as president of the NCFNW in 1928. Maude Cotton,
of Henderson, was a Presbyterian missionary, a classically trained musician, and
principal of Henderson Institute, a school for African American children (Vann,
2000). Ophelia Griffin, of High Point, was a teacher at the High Point Normal
High School and was married to the vice president of Ramsey Drug Company.
Lillian Mebane, of Rocky Mount, was an educator. Moselle L. Gullins, director
of admissions at Brown’s Palmer Institute, served as corresponding secretary to
the board. By 1930, the board had grown to thirteen members.

These board members appealed to the upper classes for funding by compar-
ing the girls at Efland Home to the daughters of the elite classes. They asked
potential donors a set of provocative questions: “Suppose it was your girl who
had gone astray? Would you want to give her a second chance?” (North Carolina
Industrial Home for Colored Girls, 1925, 1931). It was their ability to provide
a different perspective of delinquency among girls, that raised North Carolina’s



Christian African American Women as Social Work Pioneers 75

awareness of the need for “girl saving efforts” like Efland Home. As a result, the
board members were able to raise funds from the African American community,
through “nickel and dime” campaigns by churches and civic groups (Martin &
Martin, 1985). These financial donations were often supplemented by in-kind
donations of farm animals, dishes and utensils, maintenance services, and clothes
for the girls (Pearson, 1926, 1927, 1928, 1929). Despite these fundraising ef-
forts, the needs of the home quickly outgrew their facilities. Consequently, the
board of trustees began lobbying for state support in 1929, and continued over
the next ten years.

North Carolina Board of Public Welfare (NCBPW) and the county juvenile
courts referred African American girls under the age of 16 to Efland Home. In
addition to those referral sources, Efland Home’s board and local community
also participated in the admission process. For instance, the NCBPW identified
a potential candidate, and would make a written presentation of the candidate,
identified as being delinquent, to the Home’s board of trustees. The Home’s
admissions subcommittee would determine if the candidate was suitable for
Efland Home. If she were suitable, NCBPW would petition the juvenile courts
for commitment orders to Efland Home. Upon admission, the young girl was
paroled to the custody of Efland Home (Benton, 1931; Brice, 2011).

Life at Efland Home

The goal of Efland Home was to “enable the young girls to prepare them-
selves for efficient service in obtaining a livlihood [sic]” (“Efland Home Charter,”
1925). The curriculum provided the young girls with elementary school courses
and industrial courses, such as farm work and food cultivation and preparation.
They received 261 days of instruction annually. The academic instruction took
place in the morning hours, and the industrial instruction took place in the
afternoons. A number of individuals, organizations, and local Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were instrumental in providing consultation
to Efland Home, particularly in curriculum development.

Like many early training schools, Efland Home had a working farm. The
young girls were expected to participate in all aspects of growing and preparing
food. For instance, in 1928, the young girls consumed 580 gallons of “fresh cow’s
milk”, having produced 478 gallons at the Home’s dairy. Of the 147 acres of
land purchased for Efland Home, the young girls cultivated ten acres, producing
vegetables and fruit for sustenance. The young girls also prepared and canned
vegetables and fruit for future consumption.

The young girls were provided with recreation activities such as swing ball,
croquet, jumping rope, basketball, as well as other games. Recreation was pro-
vided under the direct supervision of a teacher or matron and kept the young
girls physically fit as well as providing some enjoyment,

Religious instruction was also a fundamental aspect of services provided
at Efland Home. The young girls were required to attend church services every
Sunday afternoon, to participate in morning and evening prayers, and to attend
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weekly prayer meetings. In a fundraising pamphlet, the clubwomen provided
an additional explanation of the motivation for their work. They wrote, “In His
name we are launching this effort to save Negro womanhood, and we hope to
surround these girls with the spirit of Jesus whose memorable words were, ‘Go
in peace and sin no more™(North Carolina Industrial Home for Colored Girls,
1925). Cultivating spirituality was viewed by these clubwomen as one strategy
of protecting these young girls from further delinquency (Brice, 2011).

Efland Home was usually filled beyond capacity. Approximately 22 girls were
admitted to Efland Home annually, although the intended capacity was 15 an-
nually. The board of trustees decided that “it is better to start with a small group
and make a success of the work than to take so many that criticisms will arise
as to methods of treatment” (“Suggested plan for organization of Efland School
for Girls,” n.d.). The Home accepted girls as young as six years old, however,
the majority of the young girls were between the ages of 14 and 16. These girls
were often discharged to working homes, parents or relatives, or to hospitals.
Girls who ran away from the home were often consequently discharged.

A staff of three to four employees ran the Home, including a matron, su-
perintendent, teacher, and farm supervisor. Each of these staff members lived
at the Home. The Board of Trustees agreed that the superintendent must meet
the following qualifications:

1. A woman who has had some training in social work;

2. She should have had experience in handling girls who are problem cases;

3. She should have executive ability and be resourceful and energetic; and,

4. She should have a sense of financial values and be able to make proper
and just expenditures of money (“Suggested plan for organization of
Efland School for Girls”, n.d.).

This requirement for social work training is extraordinary, as there were
only thirteen trained African American social workers in the state of North
Carolina during this time (Crow, Escott, & Hatley, 1992), and there were very
few opportunities for African Americans to receive formal social work train-
ing (Carlton-LaNey, 1994). These limited opportunities were due to Jim Crow
policies that restricted the daily activities and education of African Americans
throughout the United States. The matron, who often served as the superinten-
dent, supervised the daily operations. Due to budgetary constraints, the matron
sometimes provided classroom instruction to the girls.

The Virginia Federation of Colored Women was founded in 1908 by Janie
Porter Barrett, its first president. This group of clubwomen founded the Vir-
ginia Industrial School for Colored Girls with the same motive as their North
Carolina counterparts (Peebles-Wilkins, 1995). This school provided services to
African American girls labeled delinquent by the Virginia juvenile courts. The
Efland Home was modeled after the Virginia school. Consequently, the matrons
at Efland Home were trained at Janie Porter Barrett’s Virginia Industrial School
for Colored Girls, for eight weeks to several years prior to coming to the Home.
This ensured fidelity to the program model provided by the Virginia school.
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There were one to two teachers at any given time employed at Efland Home,
nearly all of whom were certified and formally trained to teach. Efland Home
teachers received training primarily from the Teachers College in Winston-Salem,
the North Carolina Agricultural & Technical College in Greensboro, or from
various normal schools around the state. Teachers often served as residential
advisors, assisting the matron in providing daily care to the young girls.

The farm supervisor oversaw the industrial operations of the home and
provided instruction in agricultural techniques. He was also usually the spouse
of the Home’s matron and served as a father figure to many of the young girls.

Impact of Efland Home

Through Efland Home, the women of NCFCW carried out their African
American helping traditions. They were able to provide a second chance for
young African American girls deemed delinquent to lead a productive and
meaningful life. These young girls were given the opportunity to develop skills
that would enable them to seek gainful employment, as well as to maintain a
morally respectable lifestyle.

Efland Home provided a respite to the families of these troubled girls.
Before Efland Home, delinquent girls were often returned to the community
with no treatment or sent to the harsh penitentiary system; however, this home
provided services that equipped the girls with necessary life skills. So, while
many of these girls did not return to their home of origin, the acquisition of
these skills provided a peace of mind to the families that their daughters, sisters,
or nieces would be able to live a moral and wholesome lifestyle (Brown, 1921,
1930; North Carolina Industrial Home for Colored Girls, 1925, 1931). Ina 1931
Efland Home brochure, this process was described this way: “[Knowledge with
efficiency is what will aid in transforming the idle mind into a fertile field for
the production of healthy, happy, clean thinking”. The brochure further claimed
that most of the girls paroled from the home “are able to earn a living and to
become useful members of their communities” (North Carolina Industrial Home
for Colored Girls, 1931).

Efland Home was seen as a necessary facility in the African American
community. For clubwomen, it served as a mechanism to save the race. The
young girls were provided with the opportunity to engage in a moral lifestyle,
thus improving the image of the race to Whites, which was a major concern
for many clubwomen. One motivation for this work was to “save true Black
womanhood” (Aery, 1915; Blair, 1980; Terrell, 1900). To improve the image of
these young girls in the eyes of Whites was to improve the image of the African
American clubwomen. For the community, as a whole, it served as an example
of the self-help principle inherent in the African American culture. The African
American community made many contributions, both financially and in-kind,
to Efland Home, through Sunday school collections, social clubs, sororities and
fraternities, secret orders, business loans, as well as individual contributions.
This support helped to ensure Efland Home’s survival for over 14 years.
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Efland Home had a positive impact on North Carolina’s juvenile justice
system. It served the state in two ways: (1) the home provided services to a ne-
glected segment of the juvenile justice system; and, (2) it saved the state money
by independently providing care to this neglected population.

By the time Efland Home was established in 1925, North Carolina had
already invested in meeting the needs of delinquent boys of both races and to
White girls. In 1907, Stonewall Jackson Manual Training and Industrial School
was established in Concord for delinquent White boys under age 16; Samarcand
Manor State Home and Industrial School for Girls was established in 1918 in
Eagle Springs, for White girls under the age of 18; Morrison Training School for
Delinquent Negro Boys was established in Hoffman, in 1921, for boys under age
16; and, Eastern Carolina Training School was established in Rocky Mount, in
1923, for White boys under age 18. There were no plans to establish a facility
for African American girls, although the court system was inundated with cases
involving this population (North Carolina Board of Public Welfare-Institutions
and Corrections, 1920-1939).

The existence of Efland Home allowed the juvenile justice system to main-
tain a passive and distant position with regard to the treatment of delinquent
African American girls. While the juvenile courts validated the necessity for such
a facility, through the commitment of girls to Efland Home, there was a scant
amount of financial support provided to the home. Efland Home received a state
operational grant of $2000 annually, which was reduced to $1400 annually in
1933. The other four training schools in the state, although they all housed a
comparable number of young girls, received much higher appropriations ranging
from $20,000 to $35,000 annually at the inception of Efland Home and growing
to $50,000 to $60,000 by the closing of Efland Home (Carolina Times, 1939;
Undated report written after March 15, 1939.).

Despite consistent, organized lobbying efforts by the board of trustees, and
other supporters of the Home, the state refused to provide appropriate funding
(Bailey, 1931; Bost, n.d.; North Carolina Board of Public Welfare-Institutions and
Corrections, 1920-1939). Efland Home was forced to close in 1939 because of
inadequate financial support. It was not until 1943 that the state appropriated
adequate funds for the establishment of the State Training School for Negro Girls,
known as Dobbs Farm. It was because of Efland Home’s reputation for successful
intervention that Dobbs Farm was established and funded by the state (Carlton-
LaNey, 1994b, 1994c; Carolina Times, 1939; Inman & Covington, 1981).

“Of Such is the Kingdom of Heaven”

While these women were motivated by a quest to save “true Black woman-
hood”, they were guided by their Christian convictions. They relied on their
faith, as they attempted to address the needs of delinquent girls. One clubwoman
declared,
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But in connection with such work, let us not neglect, let us not
forget, the children, remembering that when we love and protect
the little ones, we follow in the footsteps of Him, who when He
wished to paint the most beautiful picture of Beulah land it is pos-
sible for the human mind to conceive, pointed to the children and
said—"0f such is the kingdom of heaven” (Terrell, 1900, p. 343).

In addition to expressing their Christian convictions, the women of the
NCFCW and other organizations contributed to the development of the social
work profession. They understood the need for a holistic approach to address
delinquency among African American girls. They built coalitions with support-
ers of their efforts, both inside and outside of the African American community.
These women engaged in policy practice by gaining an understanding of the
juvenile court and child welfare systems. With this knowledge, they were able
to use those systems to provide services to delinquent girls. These women un-
derstood the role of a social worker. Despite having a limited pool of candidates,
they insisted on having a professionally trained social worker to oversee the
daily operations of Efland Home. Indeed, the work at Efland Home was seen
by these pioneering women as kingdom work and social work as they engaged
in social uplift, encouraged mutual aid, girded by racial pride, and repaid their
social debts.
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CHAPTER 6

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN BELIEFS
AND VALUES IN SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE:
WORLDVIEWS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

David A. Sherwood

In some circles (including some Christian ones) it is fashionable to say that
what we believe is not all that important. What we do is what really counts. I
strongly disagree. The relationship between what we think and what we do is
complex and it is certainly not a simple straight line, but it is profound. Social
work values, practice theories, assessments, intervention decisions, and action
strategies are all shaped by our worldview assumptions and our beliefs.

I believe that a Christian worldview will provide an interpretive framework
which will solidly support and inform commonly held social work values such
as the inherent value of every person regardless of personal characteristics, self-
determination and personally responsible freedom of choice, and responsibility
for the common good, including help for the poor and oppressed. And it will
challenge other values and theories such as might makes right, exploitation of
the weak by the strong, and extreme moral relativism. At the same time, other
worldviews, including materialism, empiricism, and postmodern subjectivism
will lead to quite contrasting conclusions regarding these values.

Worldviews Help Us Interpret Reality
What is a “Worldview?”

Worldviews give faith-based answers to a set of ultimate and grounding
questions. Everyone operates on the basis of some worldview or faith-based un-
derstanding of the universe and persons— examined or unexamined, implicit or
explicit, simplistic or sophisticated. One way or another, we develop functional
assumptions that help us to sort through and make some sort of sense out of
our experience. And every person’s worldview will always have a faith-based
component (even belief in an exclusively material universe takes faith). This
does not mean worldviews are necessarily irrational, unconcerned with “facts,”
or impervious to critique and change (though they unfortunately might be). It
matters greatly how conscious, reflective, considered, or informed our world-
views are. The most objectivity we can achieve is to be critically aware of our
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worldview and how it affects our interpretations of “the facts.” It is far better
to be aware, intentional, and informed regarding our worldview than to naively
think we are (or anyone else is) objective or neutral or to be self-righteously led
by our biases which we may think are simply self-evident truth.

These worldviews affect our approach to social work practice, how we
understand and help people. What is the nature of persons—biochemical ma-
chines, evolutionary products, immortal souls, all of the above? What constitutes
valid knowledge—scientific empiricism only, “intuitive” discernment, spiritual
guidance (if so, what kind)? What kinds of social work theories and practice
methods are legitimate? What are appropriate values and goals—what is healthy,
functional, optimal, the good?

Worldviews and the Hermeneutical Spiral: A Beginning Place

Ilike to use the concept of the “hermeneutical spiral” (the term is not original
with me, cf. Osborne, 1991, Wood, 1998). We always come to the world, includ-
ing social work practice, with our faith(worldview assumptions)—wherever we
gotit, however good or bad it is, and however embryonic it may be. This world-
view faith strongly affects what we perceive (or even look for). But the world
(Gods creation, in the Christian worldview) is not a totally passive or subjective
thing. So, we run the risk of coming away from any encounter with the world
having our faith and our categories somewhat altered, perhaps even corrected a
bit. Then we use that altered faith in our next encounter with the world.

So, for me, the starting place for integration of my beliefs and social work
practice is always at the level of basic faith, worldview assumptions. What are
the implications of my core beliefs? And what are the implications of the idea,
theory, interpretation, or practice that I am examining? To use a currently fash-
ionable phrase, how do they “interrogate” each other? What kind of assumptions
about the nature of the world lie behind Freudian theory? Behavioral theory?
The scientific method? The strengths perspective? The social work belief that
all persons have intrinsic value (a radical notion not particularly supported by
either modernism or postmodernism in their materialist, subjectivist versions)?

To put it another way, we all form stories that answer life’s biggest questions.
As 1 become a Christian, I connect my personal story to a much bigger story
that frames my answers to these big questions. For Christians, the biblical story
of God’s nature and action in human history, culminating in Jesus Christ, is the
“meta-narrative” that frames our personal stories and within which the meaning
of our stories is rooted. Middleton and Walsh (1995, p. 11) summarize the basic
worldview questions this way (with my illustrative additions):

1. Where are we? What is the nature of the reality in which we find
ourselves? Is the nature of the universe meaningful or absurd? Created
or accidental? Materialistic only, or also spiritual?

2. Who are we? What is the nature and task of human beings? What
does it mean to be a person? What is human life? What is its source
and value? Is there such a thing as freedom or responsibility?
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3. What’s wrong? How do we understand and account for evil and bro-
kenness? And how do we account for our sense of morality, love, and
justice? Is evil only stuff I happen not to prefer? Or are some things
really good and other things really wrong? Is love only lust or well-
disguised selfcenteredness? Does justice have a claim on us and what
we call “ours”™?

4. What'’s the remedy? How do we find a path through our brokenness
to wholeness? What kinds of things will help? Do we need a Savior or
just a positive (or cynical) attitude? Will chemicals or incarceration
do the trick?

Interpreting the Facts

“Facts” have no meaning apart from an interpretive framework. “Facts” are
harder to come by than we often think, but even when we have some “facts” in our
possession, they have no power to tell us what they mean or what we should do.

That human beings die is a fact. That I am going to die would seem to be
a reliable prediction based on what I can see. In fact, the capacity to put those
observations and projections together is one of the ways we have come to de-
scribe or define human consciousness. But what do these “facts” mean and what
effect should they have on my life?

One worldview might tell me that life emerged randomly in a meaningless
universe and is of no particular value beyond the subjective feelings I may experi-
ence from moment to moment. Another worldview might tell me that somehow
biological survival of life forms is of value and that I only have value to the extent
that I contribute to that biological parade (with the corollary that survival proves
fitness). Another worldview might tell me that life is a gift from a loving and just
Creator and that it transcends biological existence, that death is not the end of the
story. Different worldviews lend different meanings to the same “facts.”

The major initial contribution of a Christian worldview to an understanding
of social work values and ethical practice is not one of unique, contrasting, or
conflicting values. Rather, a Christian worldview gives a coherent, solid foundation
for the basic values that social workers claim and often take for granted (Holmes,
1984; Sherwood, 1993, 2000, 2007). Subsequently, a Christian worldview will
shape how those basic values are understood and how they interact with one
another. For example, justice will be understood in the light of God’s manifest
concern for the poor and oppressed, so justice can never be defined only as a
procedurally “fair” protection of individual liberty and the right to acquire, hold,
and transfer property (Lebacqz, 1986; Mott, 1982; Wolterstorff, 1983, 2006).

The Interaction of Feeling, Thinking, and Behavior
Persons are complex living ecological systems—to use a helpful conceptual

model common in social work—systems of systems, if you will. Systems within
our bodies and outside us as well interact in dynamic relationships with each



88 David A. Sherwood

other. For example, it is impossible to meaningfully separate our thinking, feel-
ing, and behavior from each other and from the systems we experience outside
ourselves, yet we quite properly think of ourselves as separate individuals.

The lines of influence run in all directions. What we believe affects what
we experience, including how we define our feelings. For example, does an
experience I might have of being alone, in and of itself, make me feel lonely,
or rejected, or exhilarated by freedom, for that matter? Someone trips me, but
was it accidental or intentional? I have had sex with only one woman (my wife
Carol) in over sixty years of life. How does this “make” me feel? Are my feelings
not also a result of what I tell myself about the meaning of my experience? But
it works the other way too.

All this makes us persons harder to predict. And it certainly makes it harder
to assign neat, direct, and one-way lines of causality. The biblical worldview
picture is that God has granted us (at great cost) the dignity and terror of con-
tributing to causality ourselves through our own purposes, choices, and actions.
We have often used this freedom to hurt others and ourselves, but this also
means that we are not mechanistically determined and that significant change
is always possible.

And change can come from many directions—thinking, emotions, behav-
ior, experience. We are especially (compared to other creatures) both gifted
and cursed by our ability to think about ourselves and the world. We can form
purposes and act in the direction of those purposes. Our beliefs about the na-
ture of the world, other persons, and ourselves interact in a fundamental way
with how we perceive reality, how we define our own identity, and how we act.

If this is true in our personal lives, it is equally true as we try to understand
and help our clients in social work practice. And it is no less true for clients
themselves. What we believe about the nature of the world, the nature of per-
sons, and the nature of the human situation is at least as important as the sheer
facts of the circumstances we experience.

Worldviews Help Construct Our Understanding of Values
Cut Flowers: Can Values Be Sustained Without Faith?

One significant manifestation of the notion that beliefs aren’t all that impor-
tant is the fallacy of our age which assumes that fundamental moral values can
be justified and sustained apart from their ideological (ultimately theological)
foundation. Take, for example, the fundamental Christian and social work belief
that all human beings have intrinsic dignity and value.

Elton Trueblood, the Quaker philosopher, once described ours as a
“cutflower” generation. He was suggesting that, as it is possible to cut a rose
from the bush, put it in a vase, and admire its fresh loveliness and fragrance for
ashort while, it is possible to maintain the dignity and value of every human life
while denying the existence or significance of God as the source of that value.
But the cut rose is already dead, regardless of the deceptive beauty which lingers



The Relationship Between Beliefs And Values In Social Work Practice 89

for a while. Even uncut, “The grass withers, and the flower falls, but the Word
of the Lord endures forever” (I Peter 1:24-25).

Many in our generation, including many social workers, are trying to hold
onto values—such as the irreducible dignity and worth of the individual—while
denying the only basis on which such a value can ultimately stand. We should
be glad they try to hold onto the value, but we should understand how shaky
such a foundation is. A secular generation can live off its moral capital only
so long before the impertinent questions (Why should we?) can no longer be
ignored (Sherwood, 2007).

Doesn’t Everybody “Just Know” That Persons Have Dignity and Value?

But doesn't everybody “just know” that human beings have intrinsic value?
You don’t have to believe in God, do you? In fact, according to some, so-called
believers in God have been among the worst offenders against the value and
dignity of all persons (sadly true, in some cases). After all, a lot of folks, from
secular humanists to rocket scientists to New Age witches to rock stars, have
declared themselves as defenders of the value of the individual. Isn’t the worth
of the person just natural, or at least rational and logically required? The plain
answer is, “No, it’s not just natural or rational or something everyone just knows.”

I received a striking wake-up call in regard to this particular truth many
years ago when I was a freshman at Indiana University. I think the story is worth
telling here. I can’t help dating myself—it was in the spring of 1960, the time the
Civil Rights movement was clearly emerging. We were hearing of lunch room
sit-ins and Freedom Riders on buses. Through an older friend of mine from my
home town I wound up spending the evening at the Student Commons talking
with my friend and someone he had met, a graduate student from Iran named
Ali. T was quite impressed. My friend Maurice told me Ali’s father was some sort
of advisor to the Shah (the ruling despot at that point in Iran’s history).

The conversation turned to the events happening in the South, to the ideas
of racial integration, brotherhood, and social justice. Ali was frankly puzzled
and amused that Maurice and I, and at least some other Americans, seemed to
think civil rights were worth pursuing. But given that, he found it particularly
hard to understand what he thought was the wishy-washy way the thing was
being handled. “I don’t know why you want to do it,” he said. "But if it’s so
important, why don’t you just do it? If T were President of the United States
and I wanted integration, I would do it in a week!” “How?” we asked. “Simple.
I would just put a soldier with a machine gun on every street corner and say
‘Integrate.” If they didn’t, I would shoot them.” (Believable enough, as the his-
tory of Iran has shown)

Naive freshman that I was, I just couldn’t believe he was really saying that.
Surely he was putting us on. You couldn’t just do that to people. At least not if
you were moral! The conversation-debate- argument went on to explore what
he really did believe about the innate dignity and value of the individual human
life and social responsibility. You don’t just kill inconvenient people, do you?
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I would say things like, “Surely you believe that society has a moral re-
sponsibility to care for the widows and orphans, the elderly, the disabled, the
emotionally disturbed.” Incredibly (to me at the time), Ali’s basic response was
not to give an inch but to question my beliefs and values instead.

“Society has no such moral responsibility,” he said. “On the contrary. You
keep talking about reason and morality. I'll tell you what is immoral. The rational
person would say that the truly immoral thing is to take resources away from
the strong and productive to give to the weak and useless. Useless members of
society such as the disabled and mentally retarded should be eliminated, not
maintained.” He would prefer that the methods be “humane,” but he really did
mean eliminated.

It finally sunk into my freshman mind that what we were disagreeing about
was not facts or logic, but the belief systems we were using to interpret or assign
meaning to the facts. Ali was a thoroughly secular man; he had left Islam behind.
If T were to accept his assumptions about the nature of the universe (e.g. that there
is no God, that the material universe is the extent of reality, that self-preservation
is the only given motive and goal), then his logic was flawless and honest. As far
as he was concerned, the only thing of importance left to discuss would be the
most effective means to gain and keep power and the most expedient way to use it.

In this encounter I was shaken loose from my naive assumption that “every-
body knows” the individual person has innate dignity and value. I understood
more clearly that unless you believed in the Creator, the notion that all persons
are equal is, indeed, not self-evident. The Nazi policies of eugenics and the
“final solution” to the “Jewish problem” make a kind of grimly honest (almost
inevitable) sense if you believe in the materialist worldview.

The “Is-Ought” Dilemma

Not long afterward I was to encounter this truth much more cogently ex-
pressed in the writings of C. S. Lewis. In The Abolition of Man (1947) he points
out that both the religious and the secular walk by faith if they try to move from
descriptive observations of fact to any sort of value statement or ethical impera-
tive. He says “From propositions about fact alone no practical conclusion can
ever be drawn. ‘This will preserve society’ [let’s assume this is a factually true
statement] cannot lead to ‘Do this’ [a moral and practical injunction] except by
the mediation of ‘Society ought to be preserved’ [a value statement]” (p. 43).
“Society ought to be preserved” is a moral imperative that no amount of facts
alone can prove or disprove. Even the idea of “knowing facts” involves basic
assumptions (or faith) about the nature of the universe and human beings.

The secular person (social worker?) tries to cloak faith by substituting words
like natural, necessary, progressive, scientific, rational, or functional for “good,”
but the question always remains— For what end? And why? The answer to
this question always smuggles in values from somewhere else besides the facts.

Even the resort to instincts such as self-preservation can tell us nothing
about what we (or others) ought to do. Lewis (1947, p. 49) says:
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We grasp at useless words: we call it the “basic,” or “fundamental,”
or “primal,” or “deepest” instinct. It is of no avail. Either these
words conceal a value judgment passed upon the instinct and
therefore not derivable from it, or else they merely record its felt
intensity, the frequency of its operation, and its wide distribution. If
the former, the whole attempt to base value upon instinct has been
abandoned: if the latter, these observations about the quantitative
aspects of a psychological event lead to no practical conclusion.
It is the old dilemma. Either the premise is already concealed in
an imperative or the conclusion remains merely in the indicative.

This is called the “Is-Ought” dilemma. Facts, even when attainable, never
have any practical or moral implications until they are interpreted through the
grid of some sort of value assumptions. “Is” does not lead to “Ought” in any
way that has moral binding, obligation, or authority until its relationship to
relevant values is understood. And you can’t get the values directly from the
“Is.” We always come down to the question—what is the source and authority
of the “Ought” that is claimed or implied?

The social work Code of Ethics refers to values such as the inherent value of
every person, the importance of social justice, and the obligation to fight against
oppression. It is a fair question to ask where those values come from and what
gives them moral authority and obligation.

A Shaky Consensus: “Sexual Abuse” or “Intergenerational Sexual
Experience?”

For an example of the “Is-Ought Dilemma,” is child sexual abuse a fact or
a myth? Or what is the nature of the abuse? Child sexual abuse is an example
of an area where there may seem to be more of a consensus in values than there
actually is. In any event, it illustrates how it is impossible to get values from facts
alone. Some intervening concept of “the good” always has to come into play.

Fact: Some adults have sexual relations with children. But so what? What
is the practical or moral significance of this fact? Is this something we should
be happy or angry about? Is this good or bad? Sometimes good and sometimes
bad? Should we be encouraging or discouraging the practice? Even if we could
uncover facts about the consequences of the experience on children, we would
still need a value framework to help us discern the meaning or practical impli-
cations of those facts. And to have moral obligation beyond our own subjective
preferences or biases, this value framework must have some grounding outside
ourselves. What constitutes negative consequences? And even if we could agree
certain consequences were indeed negative, the question would remain as to
what exactly was the cause.

In the last few years there has been a tremendous outpouring of attention
to issues of child sexual abuse and its effects on adult survivors. I must say that
this is long overdue and much needed. And even among completely secular
social workers, psychologists, and other therapists there currently appears to
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be a high degree of consensus about the moral wrong of adult sexual activity
with children and the enormity of its negative consequences on the child at the
time and in later life. As a Christian I am encouraged, especially when I recall
the self-described “radical Freudian” professor I had in my master’s in social
work program who described in glowingly approving terms high levels of sexual
intimacy between children and each other and children and adults as “freeing
and liberating” (that was the early 1970s).

However, if I look more closely at the worldview faith underlying much of
the discussion of sexual abuse and its effects, the result is not quite so comforting
to me as a Christian. The moral problem tends not to be defined in terms of a
well-rounded biblical view of sexuality and God’s creative design and purpose
or an understanding of the problem of sin. Rather, it tends to be based on a
more rationalistic and individualistic model of power and a model of justice that
pins its faith on reason. Sexual abuse grows out of an inequity in power which
a person rationally “ought not” exploit. Why not, one might ask.

But what if we take away the coercive element and get rid of the repressive
“body-negative” ideas about sexual feelings? What if much or all of the negative
effects of non-coercive sexual activity between adults and children is the result
of the misguided and distorted social attitudes which are passed on to children
and adults? Defenders of “non-exploitive” sexual activity between adults and
children can (and do) argue that any negative consequences are purely a result
of sex-negative social learning and attitudes. Representatives of a hypothetical
group such as PA.L. (Pedophiles Are Lovers!) would argue that what needs to
be changed is not the “intergenerational sexual behavior,” but the sexually re-
pressive social values and behavior which teach children the negative responses.
These values are seen as the oppressive culprits. Then, the argument might go,
should we not bend our efforts to eradicating these repressive sexual values and
attitudes rather than condemning potentially innocent acts of sexual pleasure?
Indeed, why not, if the only problem is exploitation of power?

You should also note that this argument in favor of intergenerational sexual
behavior is not exclusively scientific, objective, or based only on “facts.” It has to
make faith assumptions about the nature of persons, the nature of sexuality, the
nature of health, and the nature of values. By the same token, my condemnation of
adult sexual activity with children is based on faith assumptions about the nature
of persons, sexuality, health, and values informed by my Christian worldview. It is
never just “facts” alone that determine our perceptions, conclusions, and behavior.

Right now, it happens to be a “fact” that a fairly large consensus exists,
even among secular social scientists and mental health professionals, that adult
sexual activity with children is “bad” and that it leads quite regularly to nega-
tive consequences. Right now you could almost say this is something “everyone
knows.” But it would be a serious mistake to become complacent about this
or to conclude that worldview beliefs and faith are not so important after all.

First, not everyone agrees. Although I invented the hypothetical group
PA.L. (Pedophiles Are Lovers), it represents real people and groups that do exist.
The tip of this iceberg may be appearing in the professional literature where it
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is becoming more acceptable and common to see the “facts” reinterpreted. In
preparing bibliography for a course on sexual issues in helping some time ago,
I ran across a very interesting little shift in terminology in some of the profes-
sional literature. One article was entitled “Counterpoints: Intergenerational
sexual experience or child sexual abuse” (Malz, 1989). A companion article was
titled “Intergenerational sexual contact: A continuum model of participants and
experiences” (Nelson, 1989). Words do make a difference.

Second, we shouldn't take too much comfort from the apparent agreement. It
is sometimes built on a fragile foundation that could easily come apart. The fact
that Christians find themselves in wholehearted agreement with many secular
helping professionals, for example, that sexual activity between adults (usually
male) and children (usually female) is exploitive and wrong may represent a
temporary congruence on issues and strategy, much more so than fundamental
agreement on the nature of persons and sexuality.

But back to the “Is-Ought” dilemma. The fact that some adults have sexual
contact with children, by itself, tells us nothing about what, if anything, should
be done about it. The facts can never answer those questions. The only way
those questions can ever be answered is if we interpret the facts in terms of our
faith, whatever that faith is. What is the nature of the world? What is the nature
of persons? What is the meaning of sex? What constitutes health? What is the
nature of justice? And most important—why should I care anyway?

Worldviews Help Define the Nature and Value of Persons
So—Worldviews Have Consequences

Your basic faith about the nature of the universe has consequences (and
everyone, as we have seen, has some sort of faith). Faith is consequential to
you personally, and the content of the faith is consequential. If it isn’t true that
Christ has been raised, my faith is worthless (I Corinthians 15:14). And if it
true that Christ has been raised, but I put my faith in Baal or the free market
or the earth goddess (big in New England these days) or Karl Marx (not so big
these days) or human reason, then that has consequences, to me and to others.
What are we going to trust, bottom-line?

In I Corinthians 15, the apostle Paul said something about the importance of
what we believe about the nature of the world, the content of our faith. He said,
“Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there
is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ
has not been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation has
been in vain and your faith is also in vain ... If Christ has not been raised, your
faith is futile and you are still in your sins ... If for this life only we have hoped
in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied” (12-14, 17, 19).

I've been a student, a professional social worker, and a teacher of social
work long enough to see some major changes in “what everyone knows,” in
what is assumed or taken for granted. “What everyone knows” is in fact part of
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the underlying operational faith of a culture or subculture—whether it's Ameri-
cans or teenagers or those who go to college or social workers — or Southern
Baptists, for that matter.

When I went to college, logical positivism was king, a version of what C. S. Lewis
called “naturalism,” a kind of philosophical materialism. It said that the physical
world is all there is. Everything is fully explainable by materialistic determinism.
Only what can be physically measured or “operationalized” is real (or at least rel-
evantly meaningful). In psychology it was epitomized in B. E Skinner’s behaviorism.

I remember as a somewhat bewildered freshman at Indiana University at-
tending a lecture by a famous visiting philosophy professor (a logical positivist)
from Cambridge University (whose name I have forgotten) entitled “The Impos-
sibility of any Future Metaphysic” (his take-off on Kant’s title “Prolegomena to
any Future Metaphysic”). I can’t say I understood it all at the time, but his main
point was that modern people must permanently put away such meaningless
and potentially dangerous ideas as spirituality, the supernatural, and any no-
tion of values beyond subjective preferences. We now know, he said, that such
language is meaningless (since not empirical) except, perhaps, to express our
own subjective feelings.

In a graduate school course in counseling, I had an earnest young behavior-
ist professor who had, as a good behaviorist, trained (conditioned) himself to
avoid all value statements that implied good or bad or anything beyond personal
preference. When faced with a situation where someone else might be tempted to
make a value statement, whether regarding spaghetti, rock and roll, or adultery,
he had an ideologically correct response. He would, with a straight face, say, “I
find that positively reinforcing” or, “I find that negatively reinforcing.” (I don't
know what his wife thought about this kind of response). Notice, he was saying
“I” (who knows about you or anyone else) “find” (observe a response in myself
at this moment; who knows about five minutes from now) “that” (a particular
measurable stimulus) is “positively reinforcing” (it elicits this particular behavior
now and might be predicted to do it again).

Above all, the idea was to be totally scientific, objective, and value-free.
After all, values were perceived to be purely relative, personal preferences, or
(worse) prejudices induced by social learning. And “everyone knew” that the
only thing real was physical, measurable, and scientific. If we could only get
the “facts” we would know what to do.

But this was, and is, a fundamental fallacy, the “Is-Ought” fallacy we dis-
cussed earlier. Even if facts are obtainable, they have no moral power or direction
in themselves. If we say they mean something it is because we are interpreting
them in the context of some values that are a part of our basic faith about the
nature of the world.

Shifting Worldviews: The Emperor Has No Clothes

In the meantime we have seen some rather amazing shifts in “what everyone
knows.” I am old enough to have vivid memories of the 1960s and the “green-
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ing of America” when “everybody knew” that people under 30 were better than
people over 30 and that human beings are so innately good all we had to do was
to scrape off the social conventions and rules and then peace, love, and total
sharing would rule the world. An astounding number of people truly believed
that—for a short time.

In the ’70s and early '80s “everybody knew” that personal autonomy and
affluence are what it is all about. Power and looking out for Number One became
the articles of faith, even for helping professionals like social workers. Maximum
autonomy was the obvious highest good. Maturity and health were defined in
terms of not needing anyone else (and not having any obligation to anyone else
either). Fritz Perls “Gestalt Prayer” even got placed on romantic greeting cards:

I do my thing, and you do your thing.

I am not in this world to live up to your expectations.
And you are not in this world to live up to mine.

You are you and I am I,

And if by chance we find each other, it’s beautiful.

If not, it can’t be helped.

If you cared too much, you were labeled enmeshed, undifferentiated, or at
the very least co-dependent.

And here we are in the 21" century and, at least for awhile, it looks as
though values are in. Time magazine has had cover stories on ethics. We have
had occasion to feel betrayed and outraged at the exposure of unethical behavior
on the part of corporate executives, accountants, stock brokers, and especially
government officials. Even more amazing, philosophy professors and social
workers are not embarrassed to talk about values and even character again.
"Family Values” are avowed by Republicans and Democrats. The books and
articles are rolling off the presses.

But we should not be lulled into a false sense of security with this recovery
of values and ethics, even if much of it sounds quite Christian to us. The philo-
sophical paradigm has shifted to the opposite extreme, from the modern faith
in the rational and empirical to the postmodern faith in the radically subjective
and relative, the impossibility of getting beyond our ideological and cultural
horizons. Our culture now despairs of any knowledge beyond the personal
narratives we make up for ourselves out of the flotsam of our experience and
fragments of disintegrating culture (Middleton & Walsh, 1995). Postmodern-
ism says each person pieces together a personal story through which we make
sense out of our lives, but there is no larger story (meta-narrative) which is really
true in any meaningful sense and which can bind our personal stories together.

Itis remarkable, as we have seen, how rapidly some of these assumptions can
shift. The seeming consensus may be only skin-deep. More importantly, unless
these values are grounded on something deeper than the currently fashionable
paradigm (such as a Christian worldview), we can count on the fact that they
will shift, or at least give way when they are seriously challenged. It's amazing
how easy it is to see that the emperor has no clothes when a different way of
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looking is introduced to the scene. Remember, both enlightenment empiricism
and postmodern subjectivity agree that values have no transcendent source.

What Is a “Person?”

Controversies regarding abortion and euthanasia illustrate the profound
consequences of our worldview faith, especially for worldviews that deny that
values have any ultimate source. Even more fundamental than the question of
when life begins and ends is the question: What is a person? What constitutes
being a person? What value, if any, is there in being a person? Are persons owed
any particular rights, respect, or care? If so, why?

If your worldview says that persons are simply the result of matter plus
time plus chance, it would seem that persons have no intrinsic value at all, no
matter how they are defined.

From a purely materialist point of view, it may be interesting (to us) that the
phenomena of human consciousness and agency have emerged which allow us
in some measure to transcend simple biological, physical, and social determin-
ism. These qualities might include the ability to be self-aware, to remember and
to anticipate, to experience pleasure and pain, to develop caring relationships
with others, to have purposes, to develop plans and take deliberate actions with
consequences, and to have (at least the illusion of) choice. We may choose to
define personhood as incorporating some of these characteristics. And we may
even find it positively reinforcing (or not) to be persons. But then what? In this
materialist worldview there are no inherent guidelines or limits regarding what
we do to persons.

Do such persons have a right to life? Only to the extent it pleases us (who-
ever has the power) to say so. And what in the world could “right” mean in this
context? But what if we do choose to say that persons have a right to life? What
degree or quality of our defining characteristics do they have to have before they
qualify? How self-conscious and reflective? How capable of choice and action?

It is common for people to argue today that babies aren’t persons before they
are born (or at least most of the time before they are born) and thus that there
is no moral reason for not eliminating defective ones, or even just unwanted or
inconvenient ones. And there are already those who argue that babies should
not even be declared potential persons until they have lived long enough after
birth to be tested and observed to determine their potential for normal growth
and development, thus diminishing moral qualms about eliminating “wrongful
births” (Singer, 1996). After all, what is magic about the birth process? Why not
wait for a few hours, days, or weeks after birth to see if this “fetal material” is
going to measure up to our standards of personhood? And at any point in life if
our personhood fails to develop adequately or gets lost or seriously diminished
through accident, illness, mental illness, or age, what then? Was my college
acquaintance Ali right? Is it immoral to take resources from the productive and
use them to support the unproductive? Do these “fetal products” or no-longer-
persons need to be terminated?
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A Solid Foundation

If I balk at these suggestions, it is because I have a worldview that gives a
different perspective to the idea of what constitutes a person. I may agree, for
example, that agency—the capacity to be self-aware, reflective, remember and
anticipate, plan, choose, and responsibly act—is a central part of what it means
to be a person. But I also believe that this is a gift from our creator God which
in some way images God. I believe that our reflection, choice, and action have a
divinely given purpose. This purpose is summarized in the ideas of finding and
choosing God through grace and faith, of growing up into the image of Jesus
Christ, of knowing and enjoying God forever. All of this says that persons have
a special value beyond their utility to me (or anyone else) and that they are to
be treated with the care and respect befitting their status as gifts from God. Even
when something goes wrong.

Having a Christian worldview and knowing what the Bible says about God,
the world, and the nature of persons doesn't always give us easy answers to all
of our questions, however. And having faith in the resurrection of Jesus Christ
doesn’t guarantee that we will always be loving or just. But it does give us a
foundation of stone to build our house on, a context to try to understand what
we encounter that will not shift with every ideological or cultural season. I can
assert the dignity and worth of every person based on a solid foundation, not
just an irrational preference of my own or a culturally-induced bias that I might
happen to have. What “everybody knows” is shifting sand. Even if it happens to
be currently stated in the NASW Code of Ethics for social workers.

Some Basic Components of a Christian Worldview

Space does not permit me to develop a detailed discussion of the components
of a Christian worldview here, but I would at least like to try to summarize in
the most basic and simple terms what I perceive to be quite middle-of-the-road,
historically orthodox, and biblical answers to the fundamental worldview ques-
tions I posed at the beginning (cf. Middleton & Walsh, 1995). This suggests the
Christian worldview that has informed me and has been (I would hope) quite
evident in what has been said. This little summary is not the end of reflection
and application, but only the beginning.

1. Where are we? We are in a universe which was created by an eternal,
omnipotent, just, loving, and gracious God. Consequently the universe
has built-in meaning, purpose, direction, and values. The fundamental
values of love and justice have an ultimate source in the nature of God
which gives them meaning, authority, and content. The universe is both
natural and supernatural.

2. Who are we? We are persons created “in the image God” and therefore
have intrinsic meaning and value, regardless of our personal character-
istics or achievements. Persons are both physical and spiritual. Persons
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have been given the gift of “agency”—in a meaningful sense we have
been given both freedom and responsibility. Persons created in the
image of God are not just autonomous individuals but are relational-
created to be in loving and just community with one another. Persons
are objects of God’s grace.

3. What'’s wrong? Oppression and injustice are evil, wrong, an affront to
the nature and desire of God. Persons are finite and fallen—we are both
limited in our capacities and distorted from our ideal purpose because
of our selfishness and choice of evil. Our choice of selfishness and evil
alienates us from God and from one another and sets up distortion in
our perceptions, beliefs, and behavior, but we are not completely blind
morally. Our self-centeredness makes us prone to seek solutions to our
problems based on ourselves and our own abilities and accomplish-
ments. We can'’t solve our problems by ourselves, either by denial or
our own accomplishments.

4. What's the remedy? Stop trying to do it our way and accept the loving
grace and provisions for healing that God has provided for us. God
calls us to a high moral standard but knows that it is not in our reach to
fulfill this standard completely. God’s creative purpose is to bring good
even out of evil, to redeem, heal, and grow us up—not by law but by
grace. “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not
your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that
no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way
of life.” (Ephesians 2:8-10)

Why Should I Care? Choosing a Christian Worldview
Moral Obligation and Faith: Materialism Undermines Moral Obligation

To abandon a theological basis of values, built into the universe by God, is
ultimately to abandon the basis for any “oughts” in the sense of being morally
bound other than for purely subjective or cultural reasons. Normative morality
that is just descriptive and cultural (“This is what most people in our society
tend to do”), subjective (“This is what I happen to prefer and do,” or “It would
be convenient for me if you would do this”), or utilitarian (“This is what works
to achieve certain consequences”) has no power of moral obligation.

Why should I care? On materialist or subjective grounds I “should” do this
or that if I happen to feel like it or if I think it will help me get what I want.
But this is using the word “should” in a far different and far more amoral sense
than we ordinarily mean by it. It is a far different thing than saying I am morally
obligated or bound to do it.

Many will argue that reason alone is enough to support moral obligation.
This is the argument used by Frederic Reamer in his excellent book on social
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work ethics, Ethical dilemmas in social services (1990), based on Gewirth (Rea-
son and morality, 1978). If, for example, I understand that freedom is logically
required for human personal action, then this theory says I am logically obli-
gated to support freedom for other persons as I desire it for myself. But I have
never been able to buy the argument that reason alone creates any meaningful
moral obligation for altruistic behavior. Why should I be logical, especially if
being logical doesn’t appear to work for my personal advantage? Any idea of
moral obligation beyond the subjective and personally utilitarian seems to lead
inevitably and necessarily to God in some form or to nowhere (Sherwood, 2007
Evans, 2004, 2006; Smith, 2003).

The “Method of Comparative Difficulties”

Although it is logically possible (and quite necessary if you believe in a
materialist or postmodernist universe) to believe that values are only subjective
preferences or cultural inventions, I have never been able to completely believe
that is all our sense of values such as love and justice amounts to. There are, in
all honesty, many obstacles in the way of belief in God as the transcendent source
of values. But can we believe, when push comes to shove, that all values are
either meaningless or totally subjective? Elton Trueblood calls this the “Method
of Comparative Difficulties” (1963, p. 73; 1957, p. 13).

It may often be hard to believe in God, but I find it even harder to believe
in the alternatives, especially when it comes to values. It’s easy enough to say
that this or that value is only subjective or culturally relative, but when we get
pushed into a corner, most of us find ourselves saying (or at least feeling), “No,
that (say, the Holocaust) is really wrong and it’s not just my opinion.” (Cf. C.
S. Lewis, “Right and Wrong As a Clue to the Meaning of the Universe,” Mere
Christianity, 1948)

Dostoevski expressed the idea that if there is no God, all things are permissible.

C. S. Lewis (1947, pp. 77-78) said that “When all that says ‘it is good’ has
been debunked, what says 1 want' remains. It cannot be exploded or ‘seen
through’ because it never had any pretensions.” Lust remains after values have
been explained away. Values that withstand the explaining away process are
the only ones that will do us any good. Lewis concludes The abolition of man
(1947, p. 91):

You cannot go on “explaining away” forever: you will find that you
have explained explanation itself away. You cannot go on “seeing
through” things forever. The whole point of seeing through some-
thing is to see something through it. It is good that the window
should be transparent, because the street or garden beyond it is
opaque. How if you saw through the garden too? It is no use try-
ing to “see through” first principles. If you see through everything,
then everything is transparent. But a wholly transparent world is an
invisible world. To “see through” all things is the same as not to see.
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Looking for Christian Implications

A Christian worldview is not going to give us simple answers to all of our
questions. It is not as though there is a simple translation of Christian values
and principles into practice implications, or that there is a unitary “Christian”
version of every human activity from French cooking to volleyball to politics.

Even though we may agree on fundamental values and principles, such as
love and justice, as fallen and finite human beings, the more specific we get in
terms of translating love and justice into particular attempts to solve concrete
problems the more we are likely to honestly and conscientiously disagree with
one another in our interpretation of what the problem is or what, in fact, might
actually do more good than harm in attempting to deal with it (Sherwood, 1999).

I assume, for example, that if we are Christians and we have read the Bible,
we have been impressed with our obligation to work for social justice and to
help the poor. But what are the causes of poverty and what can we do to help
the poor that will do more good than harm? Not simple and not obvious.

May I be so bold as to say that there is no simple, single “Christian” answer
to those questions? We are going to be working to deal with poverty (and consci-
entiously disagreeing about how to do it) until Jesus returns. And I will submit
that there is no policy or program to help the poor, individually or collectively,
privately or publicly that will not advance some of the legitimate values that we
have at the risk or cost of some of our other legitimate values.

So, everything we do will be a compromise of sorts and will need to be
adapted as much as possible to the unique situation. But what we do needs to
be an imperfect solution shaped both by our Christian faith and by our profes-
sional social work values, knowledge, and skills.

A Christian perspective is not always totally unique or different in every
respect from what another perspective might offer, but it always informs and
critiques these perspectives. An example from social work is the NASW Code of
Ethics. Even some Christian social workers may be laboring under the impression
that it somehow contradicts Christian values. Far from it. Anyone who has this
impression should take a closer look at the Code of Ethics. There is no principle
in the Code that a Christian cannot strongly affirm. In fact, I would argue that
a Christian worldview is quite compatible with the social work Code of Ethics,
and in fact is the soil out of which much of the Code has sprung (Sherwood,
2000, 2002, 2007).

As we have discussed before, one of the core social work values in the Code
is the inherent dignity and value of every person. Now, what in modernism or
postmodernism gives such a value ground to stand on and to claim obligation
over us? Not much. When push comes to shove, the inherent dignity and value
of every person is pretty hard to sustain under assumptions of relativism, sub-
jectivism, material determinism, and survival of the fittest.

At the same time that a Christian worldview upholds this core social work
value, it also informs and critiques it. For example, a Christian perspective might
say that individual freedom is not the only or necessarily always the highest value
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when legitimate values come into tension with each other in a given situation.
The good of others and the community (deriving from both love and justice)
has a powerful moral claim in every situation. Yet individual freedom tends to
be granted privileged status in most social work ethical thinking.

So, not all social workers, Christian or otherwise, will necessarily agree
on how to prioritize legitimate values when they come into conflict with one
another, which they inevitably do in complex cases. One of the admirable vir-
tues of the current Code of Ethics is its clear recognition in the preamble and
throughout that legitimate values do come into tension with one another in
actual practice situations, that professional judgment will always be required
to prioritize them, and that conscientious and competent professionals will not
always be in agreement.

Furthermore (given the hermeneutical spiral), it must be remembered that
other perspectives may inform and critique our Christian perspectives. Many
contemporary Christians seem to need to be reminded, for example, that indi-
vidual peace and prosperity do not necessarily rank high in the list of biblical
virtues compared to sacrifice for the common good (Sherwood, 1999).

Seeing Through a Mirror Dimly: Real Values But Only a Limited,
Distorted View

So, I believe in God as the ultimate source and authenticator of values. 1
believe that real values exist beyond myself. And I believe these values put us
under real moral obligation. To believe otherwise, it seems to me, ultimately
makes values and moral obligation empty shells, subjective and utilitarian, with
no real life or content. It may be true that this is all values are, but I find it very
hard to believe. Belief in a value-less world, or one with only “human” (that
is to say, purely subjective) values, takes more faith for me than belief in God.

But (and this is very important) this understanding of values as having
ultimate truth and deriving from God is a very far cry from believing that I fully
comprehend these values and the specific moral obligations they put me under
in the face of a particular moral dilemma when these values come into tension
with one another and priorities have to be made. Much humility is required here,
an appropriate balance. At any given moment, my (or your) understanding of
these values and what our moral obligations are is very limited and distorted.
In fact our understandings are in many ways subjective, culturally relative, and
bounded by the interpretive “language” available to us. And any particular place
where I can stand to view a complex reality at best only yields a partial view of
the whole. Remember the story of the blind men and the elephant (“It’s like a
snake,” “It’s like a wall,” “It’s like a tree”).

We can see, but only dimly. God has given us light but we will only be able
to see completely when we meet God face to face (I Corinthians 13:8-13). In the
meantime we are on a journey. We are pilgrims, but we are not wandering alone
and without guidance. We see through a mirror dimly, but there is something
to see. There is a garden beyond the window.
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Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for
tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know
only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, the
partial will come to an end. When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought
like a child, 1 reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to
childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to
face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully
known. And now faith, hope, love abide, these three; and the greatest of these
is love. (I Corinthians 13:8-13)

Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is
from God, so that we may understand the gifts bestowed on us by God. And
we speak of these things in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by
the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual. Those who
are unspiritual do not receive the gifts of God’s Spirit, for they are foolishness
to them, and they are not able to understand them because they are spiritually
discerned. Those who are spiritual discern all things, but they are themselves
subject to no one else’s scrutiny. “For who has known the mind of the Lord so
as to instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ. (I Corinthians 2:12-16)

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is
freedom. And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as
though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from
one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. (II
Corinthians 3:17-18)
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CHAPTER 7

CALLING: A SPIRITUALITY PERSPECTIVE
FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

Beryl Hugen

In making a career choice, many Christian students find the social work profes-
sion a good fit with their religious faith. Or at least at first glance it appears so.
For example, as part of the application process for the social work program 1
teach in, students are asked to explain why they have chosen social work as a
major. What motivates them to enter this field of study? Some answer the ques-
tion by relating past experiences with social work services or role models who
were social workers, but almost all describe a moderate or fairly strong religious
impulse to serve people and society.

Many specifically relate their faith to their choice of social work—stating
something like this: In being loved by God, they in turn wish to share some
of this love with those who are poor or hurting or are in need of help of some
kind. Some of these students believe that to be a Christian in social work they
must work in an agency under religious auspices, whereas others plan to work
in programs that do not have a specific religious base or affiliation, but are part
of the larger community of governmental social welfare responses to those in
need. Despite these differences, almost all are interested in finding ways to
integrate their faith and their newly chosen field of study.

But it doesn’t take long in their social work studies for these students to
begin to recognize the complex tensions between their religious faith, agency
auspices, and the secular values of the social work profession. This discovery is
not surprising; social work is, after all, a secular profession. At times, students
find the profession very critical of religion, even suspicious of anyone who claims
to have religious motives for helping others.

This feeling is understandable, for in the last forty to fifty years, the social
work profession has simply ignored religious insights and accepted the principle of
separating the sacred and secular. Religion came to be seen as having no particular
insight to offer or relevance for everyday professional practice. Because of this
attitude, the recent professional literature does not offer much help to students
in thinking through the relationship of religious faith and professional practice. It
is ironic that social work, which claims as its unique focus the “whole person” in
the whole environment, has for so long neglected the religious dimension of life.

Not only do students continue to come to the profession with religious
motivations, but the roots of social work are largely grounded in religious faith
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(Devine, 1939). Social work originated and came of age under the inspiration
of the Judeo-Christian traditions and the philanthropic and service motivation
of religious people. As Leiby (1985) indicates, the Christian biblical command
to love God and to love one’s neighbor as oneself was directly translated into
a sense of moral responsibility for social service. As the social work profession
secularized in the 20th century, these earlier religious rationales and models
for service were replaced by doctrines of natural rights, utilitarianism, and
humanistic ideology.

Dealing with human need apart from religious motives and methods is
actually a very recent development in the history of charity and philanthropy.
The notion of a secular profession focused on responding to human suffering
would have struck many of our professional ancestors as quite inconsistent
and confusing. Many of them were religiously motivated and expressed their
faith by means of social work as a vocation, a calling from God to serve their
brothers and sisters who were in need. With their perception of social work as
a calling, a vocation, they formalized a link between their religious faith and
social work practice.

What is meant by viewing social work as a calling? Several recent articles
have addressed this “old fashioned” concept of calling or vocation, sensing its
power and value for current social work practice (Gustafson,1982; Reamer,
1992). However, these writers essentially have attempted to take the religious
concept of calling and use it in a secular fashion. They have done so in order to
provide a moral purpose for the profession—to counteract what they perceive
to be the focus on self-interest inherent in the social work profession which has
become increasingly professionalized, specialized and bureaucratic.

My intent in this chapter is to explain, or more accurately to reintroduce,
the religious model of calling as used by Christian social workers, past and
present, in linking Christian faith and professional social work practice. Both
its attractiveness and shortcomings as a model will be addressed. My purpose
is not only to help social workers and the profession understand or correct
misunderstandings related to this model, but also help social workers better
understand the broader issues related to the spirituality of social work practice,
in that other religious models and spiritual traditions address many of the same
integration of faith and practice questions. Also, reintroducing the model of
calling will lead us to see the significance of how the perspectives and writings
of our religiously motivated social work ancestors—of which there are many—
can contribute to the profession’s current discussions regarding spirituality and
social work practice.

Religion, Faith, and Spirituality

Before discussing the model of calling, it is helpful to define what is meant
by the terms spirituality, religion, belief and faith. The profession has long
struggled with this definitional dilemma. The dilemma has focused on how
to reintroduce religious or spiritual concerns into a profession which has ex-
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panded beyond specific sectarian settings and ideologies to now include diverse
sources of knowledge, values and skills, and how to respond to the needs of
a much more spiritually diverse clientele. Addressing this dilemma, Siporin
(1985) and Brower (1984) advocated for an understanding of spirituality that
includes a wide diversity of religious and non-religious expressions, with such
an inclusive understanding of spirituality encouraging social workers to reflect
upon their clients. both within and outside of particular institutional religious
settings and ideologies.

From this beginning, Canda (1988a, 1988b) further developed a concept of
spirituality for social work that incorporates insights from diverse religious and
philosophical perspectives. He identifies three content components to spiritual-
ity—values, beliefs and practice issues—"all serving the central dynamic of a
person’s search for a sense of meaning and purpose, developed in the context of
interdependent relationships between self, other people, the nonhuman world,
and the ground of being itself” (Canda, 1988a, p. 43).

In the same vein, the work of James Fowler, known more for his model
of faith development, is particularly instructive. Fowler (1981) states that to
understand the “human quest for relation to transcendence,” the key phenom-
enon to examine is not religion or belief, but faith (p. 14). According to Fowler,
who draws upon the ideas of religionist Wilfred Smith, religions are “cumulative
traditions,” which represent the expressions of faith of people in the past (p. 9).
Included in a cumulative tradition are such elements as “texts of scripture, oral
traditions, music, creeds, theologies,” and so forth. Belief refers to “the holding
of certain ideas” or “assent to a set of propositions” (p. 13). Faith differs from
both religion and belief. Fowler describes faith as a commitment, “an alignment
of the will...in accordance with a vision of transcendent value and power, one’s
ultimate concern” (p. 14). One commits oneself to that which is known or ac-
knowledged and lives loyally, with life and character being shaped by that com-
mitment. Defined in this way, faith is believed to be a universal feature of human
living, recognizably similar everywhere, and in all major religious traditions.

What does faith consist of then? Fowler describes three components of what
he calls the contents of faith. The first he terms centers of value, the “causes,
concerns, or persons that consciously or unconsciously have the greatest worth
to us.” These are what we worship, things that “give our lives meaning” (p. 277).
The second component of faith is described as our images of power, “the power
with which we align ourselves to sustain us in the midst of life’s contingencies”
(p. 277): these powers need not necessarily be supernatural or transcendent.
Finally, faith is comprised of “the master stories that we tell ourselves and by
which we interpret and respond to the events that impinge upon our lives.” Es-
sentially, our master stories reveal what we believe to be the fundamental truths,
“the central premises of [our] sense of life’s meaning” (p. 277).

In discussing spirituality and faith, Fowler and Canda both emphasize its
pervasive, all encompassing nature in an individual’s life. Faith or spirituality
is not a separate dimension of life or compartmentalized specialty, but rather
an orientation of the total person. Accordingly, the three components of faith—
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centers of value, images of power, and master stories (Fowler, 1981)—and
spirituality—values, beliefs, and practices (Canda, 1988a)—exert “structuring
power” in our lives, shaping our characters and actions in the world, including
our work. Faith and spirituality are defined here as the essence of religion. Faith
and spirituality take on a Christian religious meaning when the centers of value,
images of power, and master stories of one’s faith, the central dynamic of one’s
search for a sense of meaning and purpose, are grounded in the creeds, texts of
scripture, and theology of the Christian tradition. I will attempt to present the
Christian religious concept of calling within these more inclusive frameworks
of spirituality and faith.

Calling in Action

Perhaps the best way to develop an understanding of the religious concept
of calling is to start with an illustration. Robert Coles, in his book The Call to
Service (1993), tells of a six year old black girl who initiated school desegrega-
tion in the South in the early 1960s. Tessie, a first grader, each day facing an
angry and threatening mob, was escorted by federal marshals to school. The
mob almost always greeted her with a litany of obscenities. Tessie’s maternal
grandmother, Martha, was the family member who usually got Tessie up and
off to school each morning.

Coles reports that one day Tessie was reluctant to go to school— claiming to
feeling tired, having slipped and fallen while playing in a nearby back yard, and
having a difficult time with a current substitute teacher. Tessie suggested to her
grandmother that she might stay home that day. Her grandmother replied that
that would be fine if Tessie truly wasn’t well, but if she was more discouraged
than sick, that was quite another matter. She goes on to say:

It’s no picnic, child—I know that, Tessie—going to that school.
Lord Almighty, if I could just go with you, and stop there in front
of that building, and call all those people to my side, and read
to them from the Bible, and tell them, remind them that He’s up
there, Jesus, watching over all of us—it don’t matter who you are
and what your skin color is. But I stay here, and you go—and your
momma and your daddy, they have to leave the house so early in
the morning that it’s only Saturdays and Sundays that they see you
before the sun hits the middle of its traveling for the day. So I'm
not the one to tell you that you should go, because here I am, and
I'll be watching television and eating or cleaning things up while
you're walking by those folks. But I'll tell you, you're doing them
a great favor; you're doing them a service, a big service.

You see, my child, you have to help the good Lord with His
world! He puts us here—and He calls us to help Him out. You
belong in that McDonogh School, and there will be a day when
everyone knows that, even those poor folks—Lord, I pray for
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them!—those poor, poor folks who are out there shouting their
heads off at you. You're one of the Lord’s people; He’s put His Hand
on you. He’s given a call to you, a call to service—in His name!
There’s all those people out there on the street. (p. 3-4)

Later Coles questions Tessie whether she understood what her grandmother
meant by “how you should be of service to those people out there on the street.”
She replied:

If you just keep your eyes on what you're supposed to be doing,
then youw'll get there—to where you want to go. The marshals say,
‘Don’t look at them; just walk with your head up high, and you’re
looking straight ahead.” My granny says that there’s God, He’s look-
ing too, and I should remember that it’s a help to Him to do this,
what I'm doing; and if you serve Him, then that’s important. So I
keep trying. (p. 4-5)

The heart of what Tessie had learned was that for her, service meant serving,
and not only on behalf of those she knew and liked or wanted to like. Service
meant an alliance with the Lord Himself for the benefit of people who were
obviously unfriendly. Service was not an avocation or something done to fulfill
a psychological need, not even an action that would earn her any great reward.
She had connected a moment in her life with a larger ideal, and in so doing had
learned to regard herself as a servant, as a person called to serve. It was a rationale
for a life, a pronouncement with enormous moral and emotional significance
for Tessie and her grandmother. This call was nurtured by the larger black com-
munity, her pastor, family, and the biblical values of love and justice—the stories
of exile and return, of suffering and redemption—the view of the powerful as
suspect and the lowly as destined to sit close to God, in His Kingdom.

Coles himself recounts how ill-prepared professionally he was to understand
this family and their sense of calling:

I don't believe I could have understood Tessie and her family’s
capacity to live as they did, do as they did for so long, against
such great odds, had I not begun to hear what they were saying
and meaning, what they intended others to know about their
reasons and values—as opposed to the motivations and reactions
and “mechanisms of defense” I attributed to them. Not that there
wasn’t much to be learned by a psychoanalytic approach. Tessie
and her companions, like human beings everywhere (including
those who study or treat other human beings), most certainly
did demonstrate fearfulness and anxiety; she also tried to subdue
those developments by not acknowledging them, for instance, or
by belittling their significance. Mostly, though, she clung hard to a
way of thinking in which she was not a victim, not in need of “help”
but someone picked by fate to live out the Christian tradition in
her life. “I'm trying to think of the way Jesus would want me to
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think,” she told me one evening. When I asked how she thought
Jesus wanted her to think, she replied, “I guess of others, and not
myself, ’'m here to help the others.” (p. 26)

Calling: The Meaning of Work

For some Christians, like Tessie and her grandmother, connecting one’s
work to the divine intentions for human life gives another dimension to the
meaning and purpose of one’s work and life. Certainly adequate pay, financial
stability, social status and a sense of personal fulfillment remain significant cri-
teria in choosing a career, but they are not the central motivation. The central
motivation is the means by which one’s Christian religious tradition has tied
one’s work and faith together, this concept of vocation, or calling.

Martin Luther originally formulated the notion of vocation or calling largely
in reaction to the prevailing attitude toward work in medieval society. Medieval
thinkers devalued work. They believed that in and of itself, work had little or
no spiritual significance. They held, like the Greeks earlier, to the idea that the
highest form of life, the form in which humans can realize their noblest potential,
is the contemplative life of the mind. By thinking, we liken ourselves to God.
Work was thus a hindrance to an individual’s relation to God, which could be
cultivated only in the leisure of contemplation. Because peasant serfs did most
of the work in medieval society, and because the earthly character of their oc-
cupations prevented them from participating directly in the religious life, they
received grace through the church by means of the sacraments.

Not only the life of productive work, but also the practical or active life,
consisting of doing good to one’s neighbor, was viewed by many medievals as
an impediment to the true goals of the religious life. The activity given prece-
dence was always the contemplative life. An early church father, St. Augustine
(1950) wrote: “the obligations of charity make us undertake virtuous activity,
but if no one lays this burden upon us, we should give ourselves over in leisure
to study and contemplation” (p. 19). The need for the active or charitable life
was temporary, whereas contemplation of God was eternal.

Luther’s concept of vocation or calling fits neatly within the compass of this
thought since he draws a basic theological distinction between the kingdom of
heaven and the kingdom of earth. To the kingdom of heaven belongs our relationship
to God, which is to be based on faith; to the kingdom of earth belongs our relation-
ship to our neighbor, which is to be based on love. A vocation, properly speaking,
is the call to love my neighbor that comes to me through the duties attached to
my social place or station within the earthly kingdom. A station in this life may be
a matter of paid employment, but it need not be. Luther’s idea of station is wide
enough to include being a wife or a husband, a mother or a father, a judge or politi-
cian, as well as a baker, truck driver, farmer or social worker. Thus, the call to love
one’s neighbor goes out to all in general. All of these callings represent specific and
concrete ways of serving my neighbor, as I am commanded to do by God Himself.
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What do we accomplish when we discharge the duties of our stations in
life, when we heed the call of God to serve our neighbor in our daily tasks?
Luther believed the order of stations in the kingdom of earth has been instituted
by God Himself as His way of seeing to it that the needs of humanity are met
on a day-by-day basis. Through the human pursuit of vocations across the
array of earthly stations, the hungry are fed, the naked are clothed, the sick
are healed, the ignorant are enlightened, and the weak are protected. That is,
by working we actually participate in God’s providence for the human race.
Through our work, people are brought under His providential care. Far from
being of little or no account, work is charged with religious significance. As
we pray each morning for our daily bread, people are already busy at work
in the bakeries.

Luther conceived of work as a way of serving others. He never recommended
it as either the road to self-fulfillment or a tool for self-aggrandizement. We,
of course, find it natural to assess the attractiveness of a particular job on the
basis of what it can do for us. But Luther saw quite clearly that work will always
involve a degree of self-sacrifice for the sake of others, just as Christ sacrificed
himself for the sake of others.

During the time of Luther, and for many centuries preceding him, people
thought of human society to be stable, static, and as incapable of change, as the
order of nature itself. Shortly after Luther’s time, however, European civiliza-
tion underwent a dramatic transformation under the combined influence of
arapidly expanding market economy, accelerated urbanization, technological
innovation, and vast political reorganization. In the face of these astounding
changes on all fronts of social life, people soon saw that the structure of human
society is itself in part a product of human activity, changeable and affected
by sin. Once people recognized this fact, it became clear, in turn, that to the
degree human activity is motivated by sinful desires and worldly ambitions, the
society thus produced is also likely to be structurally unsound and in need of
reform. For example, an economy based upon greed and a government based
on the arbitrary use of power stand in just as much need of repentance as the
individuals who are a part of them. For this reason, other reformers insisted
that not only the human heart, but also human society must be reformed in
accordance with the Word of God. The emergent vision of the Christian life at
the dawn of modern social work practice, then, required not only that people
obey God in their callings, but that the callings themselves be aligned with
the will of God.

Calling Within Social Work

Although historically there have been many models of spirituality in social
work, the calling model perhaps has been the most prominent, or at least the
most extensively referred to in the social work literature. In fact, in the very
early years, it was the dominant model. This dominance is certainly related to
the fact that Protestantism was the dominant religious form at the time. Many
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early social workers in their writings refer to the relationship of their spiritual-
ity and social work within this calling model. Their response is not surprising,
since many of them grew up in devoted religious families, many had theological
training, and still others were very active as lay people in their churches. All
found in their spiritual experiences something which gave impetus, meaning,
and value to their work of service.

The following examples illustrate the prominence of the calling model
and how it has been articulated and practiced by a variety of different leaders
within the profession.

Edward Devine, a leader in the Charity Organization Society and the first
director of one of the first schools of social work, records in his book When
Social Work Was Young (1939) the early experiences in social work education
and summarizes these experiences as follows:

The real start towards the professional education of social workers
as such was made in 1898, when the Society launched its summer
school of philanthropy with thirty students enrolled.

For several years this summer school gathered from all parts of the
country a substantial number of promising candidates, and a brilliant
corps of instructors, who for one day, or sometimes for an entire
week, expounded and discussed the fundamentals of the slowly
emerging profession. Jane Addams, Mary Richmond, Zilpha Smith,
Mrs. Glendower Evans, Graham Taylor, Jeffrey Brackett, John M.
Glenn, Mary Willcox Brown, before and also after she became Mrs.
John M. Glenn, James B. Reynolds, Mary Simkhovitch—a full roster
of the lecturers in the school would be like a list of the notables in the
National Conference of Social Work. Certainly no religious gather-
ing could have a deeper consecration to that ideal of learning how
to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly, which Micah
described as being all that is required of us. (p. 125-6)

He ends the book by stating that in his opinion the spirit of social work finds
its power, value, and purpose from the biblical Sermon on the Mount.

Richard Cabot (1927) addressed the model of calling more specifically in an
article entitled “The Inter-Relation of Social Work and the Spiritual Life.” He writes:

religion is the consciousness of a world purpose to which we are
allied...when I speak of the purpose being a personality, I speak
of the person of God of whom we are children... I think it makes
absolutely all the difference in social work to know this fact of
our alliance with forces greater than ourselves. If a person wants
to find himself and be somebody he has got to find his particular
place in the universal plan. In social work, we are trying to help
people find themselves, find their places and enjoy them. The chief
end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever. (p. 212)
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Cabot also articulated several spiritual powers applicable to social work
practice that come to those who hold this faith: courage, humility and the abil-
ity to stand by people. He goes on to explain that the goal of social work is to:

...maintain and to improve the channels of understanding both
within each person and between persons, and through these chan-
nels to favor the entrance of God’s powers for the benefit of the
individuals.... Unblocking channels is what social workers do.
The sort of unblocking that I have in mind is that between capital
and labor, between races, or between the members of a family
who think they hate each other.... Spiritual diagnosis, I suppose,
means nothing more than the glimpse of the central purpose of the
person, unique and related to the total parts of the world. Spiritual
treatment, I suppose, is the attempt to open channels, the channels
I have been speaking of, so as to favor the working of the world
purpose. In this way social workers participate in the providence
of God. (p. 215-16)

Perhaps the most prominent example of the power and dominance of the
calling model is illustrated in Owen R. Lovejoy’s presidential address to the
National Conference of Social Work in 1920, entitled “The Faith of a Social
Worker.” In the speech he attempts to draw upon the foundations of faith of
the members in order to aid in their approach to discussions during the Confer-
ence and to help create a real basis for unity. He begins by first disclaiming any
intention of committing the Conference to any specific creed of social service.
His desire, rather, is to discover “some of the those underlying principles which
bind people together.”

He states that all social workers have a philosophy of life, a faith, a “basic
enthusiasm,” and those who act on this faith can choose to:

regard this as a sacred ministry and claim their commission as the
ancient prophet claimed his when he said: “The Lord hath anointed
me to preach good tidings to the meek, to bind up the broken
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, the opening of prison
to them that are bound, to give a garland for ashes, the oil of joy
for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness.”
Certainly this is not a slight task to which we are called, but the
expression of a joyful faith carried with cheerfulness to those in the
world most in need of it...a field of service based on the conviction
that men are warranted in working for something corresponding
to a divine order “on earth as it is in heaven. (p. 209)

He warns those “who look upon the visible institutions connected with
their religion as the essential embodiment of faith,” recognizing such a sectarian
position frequently leads to imposing one’s own values on others and proselytiz-
ing—similar issues we face today. He ends the address stating that the secret of
their usefulness as social workers is found in the following litany.
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God is a Father,

Man is a brother,

Life is a mission and not a career;
Dominion is service,

Its scepter is gladness,

The least is the greatest,

Saving is dying,

Giving is living,

Life is eternal and love is its crown. (p. 211)

It is difficult to imagine an address on such a topic being given today. Such
was the significance of spirituality and the calling model in the social work
profession at that time.

The calling model’s chief apologist, however, was Ernest Johnson, a prolific
writer and interpreter of Protestant religion and the social work profession. His
writings detail the principles which he hoped would govern efforts to bring
Protestantism to bear through the social work profession in meeting human
needs. Recognizing that Protestantism had a majority position and influence in
the culture, he strongly advocated, with some exceptions, for a pattern of social
work based on the calling model. The result was to minimize the operation and
control of agencies and social welfare enterprises by churches or religious groups
and maximize Protestant participation in non-sectarian agencies.

Later in life he recognized that Protestantism, particularly when its pre-
eminent position was beginning to wane, would never obtain complete cultural
dominance or create an approximation to the ideal of a Christian society—the
Corpus Christianum. The result, he lamented, would be only a partial trans-
formation of the culture—and regrettably, a partial accommodation on the part
of Protestantism to the culture. But despite this limitation, he still believed the
Protestant pattern or model of influencing social work enterprises and social
movements “indirectly” (through the means of one’s calling or vocation) was
essentially sound. Johnson (1946) states:

It [the calling model] affords the most effective channel through
which our churches, in the midst of a religiously heterogeneous
population, can bring to bear their testimony through community
endeavor and make their impact on a secular culture. This means,
however, a recovery of the sense of lay Christian vocation, which
has been so largely lost. The major Protestant contribution to social
work can be made, I believe, through the consciously Christian
activities of persons engaged in non-sectarian enterprises and
movements. In the existing situation in America a revival of a sec-
tarian, possessive attitude toward social work would be definitely
reactionary....

In a word, then, we need to devise our social strategy in the light
of our Protestant history, with its emphasis on freedom, and in the
light of our cultural situation, which puts a premium on vocational
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work as Christian testimony. We can make our best contribution
without seeking to enhance Protestant prestige, seeking rather to
influence contemporary life and to meet human need through the
activities of those whose lives have been kindled at our altars and
nourished in our fellowship. (p. 2-4)

AsJohnson relates, the calling model has not always functioned as intended.
Already in 1893, one leader of the new social work profession, responding to the
widening gap between religion and the emerging influence of scientific models
in social work, characterized social work as “a revolutionary turning of thought
in our society from a religious service to God to a secular service to humanity”
(Huntington, 1893). Along this line of thought, Protestant theologian Reinhold
Niebuhr (1932) grappled with the practical consequences of the calling model for
social work. With three-fourths of social workers then functioning under secular
auspices, many had become “inclined to disregard religion.” This development he
regarded as a significant loss for social work—"destroying or remaining oblivi-
ous to powerful resources and losing the insights religion provided in keeping
wholesome attitudes toward individuals” and “preserving the sanity and health
in the social worker’s own outlook upon life” (p. 9). He believed social workers
needed, therefore, a renewed sense of vocation or calling. In addition, this loss
of calling partially contributes to what church historian Martin Marty (1980)
later referred to as “godless social service,” or the migration (privatization) of
faith or spirituality from social work.

Conclusion

Because of our distance from the thoughts and assumptions of our predeces-
sors in social work and perhaps from the language of spirituality itself, efforts
regarding such historical reflections as these may seem awkward and archaic.
The goal is not, however, to recreate the past, but rather to identify the models
of spirituality that guided our social work ancestors and then to find ways to
translate and apply the spirit of these models to our present situation.

This model of calling offers significant insight into current discussions relat-
ing spirituality and professional social work practice. Within this calling model,
religious faith is not the private possession of an individual, but is grounded in
tradition and divine revelation, permeating the whole of life, connecting public
and private spheres, and linking the individual with the community. The model
also places professional techniques and methods in the context of larger goals
and values that give life meaning and purpose for both clients and practitioners.

Historically, religiously motivated persons and groups found their faith
propelling them into actions of concern for others, especially the poor and the
vulnerable in society. These social workers have affirmed in a variety of ways
their shared belief that the faith dimension of life leads to a transcendence of
individualism, and to a commitment to others—to social work practice motivated
by a calling to a life of service.

The model presented is helpful to social workers from the Christian faith
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tradition, but also to others who seek to acquire a better understanding of the
meaning and effects of spirituality in their own and their clients’ lives. A social
worker’s own cultivation of spirituality is a crucial preparation for the competent
application of knowledge and skills in practice. The model is particularly helpful
in taking into account the distinctive values, sources of power and master stories
of one particular religious and cultural tradition, Christianity—represented
by many persons like Tessie and her grandmother whom social workers daily
encounter in practice, as well as by many social workers themselves.
Although the model does not resolve the tensions and conflicts which exist
between the Christian spiritual tradition and the current largely secular profes-
sion, it does provide a beginning framework for integrating Christian spirituality
and social work at both the personal and professional levels. The profession’s
roots are significantly tied to this particular model of spiritual/professional inte-
gration, and many social workers as well as clients continue to define their lives,
personally and professionally, in the context of this Christian-based spiritual
call to service. The Christian values of love, justice, and kindness; its stories
related to the poor, the vulnerable, and those of liberation from oppression; and
its emphasis on self-sacrifice, are the “passion of the old time social workers”
that many find attractive and wish to bring back—albeit in a form more adapt-
able to a more diverse clientele and changed environment (Constable, 1983;
Gustafson, 1982; Reamer, 1992; Siporin, 1982, 1985; Specht & Courtney, 1994).
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CHAPTER 8

SOCIAL WORK FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE:
STRENGTHENING PRACTICE WITH
THE POOR THROUGH CATHOLIC
SOCIAL TEACHING

Julia Pryce

This chapter focuses on the ways by which Catholic social teaching (CST),
specifically the CST value of the “preferential option for the poor,” is present
in social work education and practice. That this should require mention in a
book devoted to Christian social work practice reflects the central argument
advanced in this chapter. That is, despite clear calls to both social work education
and Catholic social workers to put the needs of the poor in the foreground, the
mission of social work practice seems to be partially characterized by viewing
poverty as another aspect of “diversity” that, while respected, is not a career
focus of social work students or of the programs training them. In this chapter,
a brief discussion of the “preferential option for the poor” and its relationship
to larger Christian teachings will lead to an analysis of how CST is reflected in
the social work Code of Ethics (COE), social work practice, and social work
education. Finally, specific examples of ways to better integrate CST into social
work practice and education will challenge social workers of all faiths to re-
examine their own commitments to practice the preferential option for the poor.

Case Example #1: A Catholic Hospital Adrift?

Helen was a BSW student doing her field placement in the inpatient unit of
a Catholic hospital. She loved the work and felt that her calling to be a hospital
social worker was validated by the feeling of relief she saw in her patients as she
helped them with discharge planning. Howevet, she recently had been troubled by
some changes she witnessed at the hospital. Along with her supervisor, she attended
a meeting at the hospital where the Chief Operating Officer (COO) discussed the
need for the hospital to market their services to potential patients from the newly-
gentrifying neighborhood around the hospital. These new neighbors were affluent
and represented a stark contrast to the low-income, largely immigrant population
that this Catholic hospital served over its 100 year history. During the meeting, the
COO invited staff to join in the strategic planning process to “chart this new course”
for the hospital. Following the meeting, Helen asked for an overview of the economic
pressures facing the hospital at this time and reviewed the particulars with another
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staff member. While at Mass in the hospital chapel later that day, Helen found herself
wondering about the hospital’s new direction and whether she should inquire about
her supervisor intentions in advocating that the hospital preserve its mission and
prioritize serving the poor. “Isn’t that the role of a Catholic hospital? Isn’t that its
purpose?” she wondered to herself. Subsequently, Helen considered how to advocate
for ways by which the hospital could preserve its mission while responding to the
current financial pressures it was facing.

Perspectives on Change from the frameworks of Christianity and Social
Work

Helen’s experience might resonate with many social workers, whether
Christian or not. They may share Helen’s concern that the agency or site where
they work is failing its patient population. This tension may be particularly
strong within students like Helen, given her Catholic beliefs and the tradition
of Catholic Social Teaching (CST) that informs her concerns. From the per-
spective of CST, the hospital’s “new course” is not just about trying to make a
profit; rather, it is about the hospital potentially abandoning a central aspect of
its Catholic mission--the preferential option for the poor. As an approach, CST
informs social work’s core mission and is the basis for considering the intersec-
tion of CST and social work ethics.

The profession of social work has historically grappled with the ways by
which change can occur at the individual and societal levels. Conversations
between some of the mothers of the profession are well known for the struggle
to identify the most appropriate way to address issues of justice among mar-
ginalized populations (Addams, 1911; 1990; Reynolds, 1934; 1951; Richmond,
1922). In more recent years, scholars have continued to consider the merit of
addressing issues of social justice within social work curricula (Brenden, 2007;
Longres & Scanlon, 2001; Finn & Jacobson, 2003; Abramovitz, 1998). Debates
continue regarding the definition and nature of social justice (Hawkins, Fook, &
Ryan, 2001; McPherson, Terry, & Walsh, 2010) and the contextual and political
influences that contribute to its relevance at any given time.

In the midst of this struggle, the stated value placed by the profession on
social justice via its Code of Ethics (COE) remains clear (NASW, 2008). The
term “social justice” is referenced multiple times in the COE and is listed as one
of the core ethical principles of the document (NASW, 2008). Further, social
justice is referenced via a myriad of mission statements, both within secular
and religious social work programs. Primary professional conferences, such as
the Council on Social Work Education Annual Program Meeting, continue to
reference “justice” in their core themes (CSWE 2009).

Alongside the profession of social work, many Christian theologians and
leaders have continuously prioritized the role of justice as core to their belief
system, although the conceptualization has shifted over time. According to
St. Augustine, for example, the source of justice comes from within. In other
words, justice is the connection between an internal faith and external action
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(Deane, 1963). Martin Luther, on the other hand, often conceived of justice in
the context of education (Luther, Pelikan, Poellot, Hansen, Oswald, Grimm,
Lehmann, & Hillerbrand, 1955). The social gospel movement, which preceded
Vatican II, represents a Protestant Christian intellectual movement that was most
prominent in the early 20" century. This movement was based on the idea that
justice was critical to facilitating the second coming of Christ. That is, without
the amelioration of social ills in the context of social justice, the second com-
ing of Christ will not occur. Although the peak of this movement occurred in
the mid-20"™ century, the principles of this movement continue to inspire more
recent Protestant movements. These serve as just a few of many examples of the
ways by which the founders of the Christian, and particularly Catholic, tradi-
tions have conceptualized social justice as central to the faith.

Catholic Social Teaching

Catholic Social Teaching (CST) is based on church doctrine and Catholic
social movements that have been incorporated into church teaching since the
late 19" century (http://www.osjspm.org/social_teaching_documents.aspx,
2008). While all aspects of CST are considered important for Catholics, most
scholars and theologians agree that in the approach to social justice, the issue
of the Catholic preferential option for the poor represents a central tenet and
has been a more prominent focus of Pope John Paul IT and Pope Benedict (Pope
John Paul 11, 1995; Twomey, 2005).

In concept, the preferential option for the poor was initially discussed over
a century ago, in the 1891 papal encyclical, “Rerum Novarum: On the condition
of workers”, by Pope Leo XIII (Pope Leo XIII, 1891). Through this seminal
work, Rerum Novarum addressed for the first time barriers that separated the
church from the common worker. This encyclical’s comprehensive treatment
of such social issues set it apart from its counterparts. The concept was again
prominently articulated as part of the liberation theologies of Latin America
and was formalized in the Latin American Bishops Conferences in Medellin,
Columbia in 1968 and Puebla, Mexico in 1979 (Twomey, 2005).

In its application, this option for the poor served to organize peasants in
Latin America into more self reliant “Christian-based communities,” which
began to create solidarity among participants. In the United States, however,
consideration of the preferential option did not formally begin until the late 1970s
and has vacillated in its doctrinal centrality since then. The approach within
the United States differed some from that of the liberation theology movement,
focusing more on responsibility to the larger community rather than specifi-
cally to that of the poor (U.S. Catholic Bishops, 1986). In other words, while
the church is supposed to show a special solicitude for the poor, it should not
ignore those who are not poor. This reflects the continuing debate in the laity
and institutional church worldwide regarding the role the church should play
in advocating for the poor in political and economic terms (Cooney, Medaille,
& Harrington, 2002; Twomey, 2005).
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When applying preferential option for the poor to real-life situations, roles
can become muddled when the people working with the poor view themselves
as saviors rather than as partners and fellow travelers. “Bill,” the social worker
in our next case example, explores this tension when working with Catholic
Charities to deliver mentoring programs to youth living in under-resourced
neighborhoods.

Case Example #2: Mentoring At-Risk Youth: Saving or Solidarity?

Bill has recently graduated with his Masters of Social Work from a Catholic
university. He is a recent convert to Catholicism, and was raised Lutheran. He was
hired by Catholic Charities to provide training and supervision to three mentoring
programs for at-risk, minority youth in suburban and rural areas in his region. At
his first meeting with mentoring coordinators of each site, the discussion quickly
turned to the shared sense of the staff that many of the recently recruited mentors are
not following the goals of vocational mentoring in the program. One of the mentor
coordinators said, “It’s like the mentors pity these kids and view them as needing a
rescue from their families. ..one mentor told me last year that she returns home from
her mentoring sessions so sad because she wishes she could adopt her mentee to give
her a better life.” Another coordinator, acknowledging that her program serves youth
who live in high-poverty, high-crime neighborhoods, shared that she is struggling
to find ways to get her mentors involved in the community and in the lives of their
mentees’ families. “It’s like they just want to come to our building, do their mentoring,
and get out of there as fast as they can.” Bill observed that all three of the mentoring
programs used the parish house of the local Catholic parish as their meeting space.
He made a note to himself to talk to the parish priest and his staff about how they
might partner to create some community-focused events to encourage the mentoring
programs to become better integrated into the surrounding communities. Addition-
ally, he told the group that he intended to address the mentors” approach through a
revamped training program. The modified program would emphasize the importance
of building healthy connections with their mentees by focusing on mentees’ strengths
and dignity, rather than focusing only on their problems and perceived dysfunctions
of their families.

Social Justice and the Practice of Social Work

As illustrated by the case example above, Bill is a Catholic social worker
operating from the CST value of attending to the needs and strengths of the
poor. Through this value base, he is actively seeking to make CST come alive in
his social work practice by engaging the community and prioritizing its needs
rather than allowing it to remain marginalized and misunderstood. However,
while Bill should be applauded for these efforts, it is also critical to explore the
origins of these values. It is not clear that Bill learned about the importance of
CST as part of his MSW program at a Catholic school. As we will see in this
next section, the infusion of CST in social work education is hardly a given,
even when it involves teaching and learning about the poor.
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The mission statements of Catholic schools of social work consistently
reflect a desire to incorporate the values of faith and social justice into their cur-
ricula (Brenden, 2007). Similarly, scholars often promote the role of spirituality
in professional education (Ai, 2002). The relationship between social work and
religion is well documented through analysis of the literature (Graham & Shier,
2009), which specifically reinforces the importance of religion and spirituality in
assessing the “person-in-environment” perspective of professional social work.

However, the integration of religion and spirituality into professional educa-
tion has continued to be a struggle (Barker, 2007), as the role of spirituality in
formal education remains in tension with more traditional approaches to learn-
ing (Cohlic, 2006). Further complicating this struggle is the lack of guidance
provided in the curriculum for social work students about integrating profes-
sional social work with faith and spirituality (Northcut, 2005, Praglin, 2004).
Additional challenges come from others who suggest that preparing students
as social workers should not include an explicit focus on faith as part of the
human experience (Sheridan, 1994).

In the context of these tensions, I developed, in collaboration with col-
leagues, a content analysis used to understand what is being taught in Catholic
schools of social work (Pryce, Kelly, Reiland, & Wilk, 2011). In so doing,
my aim was to understand how students are being prepared to grapple with
concepts proposed by CST, particularly the “preferential option for the poor”,
as social work professionals. Through this analysis, course syllabi of founda-
tion level MSW courses were collected from 11 of the 12 accredited Catholic
schools of social work. In total, 38 (N=38) syllabi were included in the analysis.
After developing a coding manual together and employing several additional
methods to ensure rigor and trustworthiness (Pryce et al., 2011), the research
team coded these syllabi with particular attention to the ways by which course
content descriptions, assignments, and themes addressed poverty.

Findings from the analysis suggest that concepts such as “diversity”,
“strengths”, and “social justice” are emphasized far more than explicit atten-
tion to poverty in the four introductory-level core courses standard to first-year
curricula within accredited Catholic MSW programs. Not surprisingly, policy
courses attend to economic and structural issues more often than their clinical
and practice-focused counterparts, particularly in terms of the kinds of assign-
ments offered to students. Unfortunately, the analysis suggests that students
are not receiving the kind of formal guidance and support in addressing issues
of poverty in their courses, even in Catholic MSW programs. Instead, findings
suggest that at this point, much responsibility is left to students themselves to
systematically and critically engage issues of poverty within their education and
practice (Pryce et al., 2011).

In this final case example, a group of MSW students at a Catholic institu-
tion extend the ideas of social justice and the preferential option for the poor
into the vital current national debate about income inequality and its impact
on American institutions.
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Case Example #3: A Student Social Work Group Responds to the Occupy
Wall Street Movement

As co-leaders of their MSW Student Organization, Tammy and Carla were
concerned that their student colleagues were focusing their career aspirations too
narrowly. In a meeting with other students, they cited a recent exit survey of stu-
dents as a point of discussion. According to the survey, though many recent MSW
graduates from their Christian program found work in government and not-for-
profit social service agencies, students’ greatest aspirations were to become private
practice therapists. As the meeting progressed, the group argued about whether it
would be prudent to offer a critique of their fellow students’ career goals as part of
their student organization.

In an effort to raise student awareness of the larger issues facing society, the
group eventually agreed to hold a series of workshops explicitly addressing the issues
raised by the Occupy Wall Street movement regarding the acceleration of income
inequality in the United States. The workshops aimed to challenge students to ex-
amine policy-practice solutions that social workers can integrate into their future
work to better address individual and structural issues related to income inequality
and poverty. They decided to reach out to the national Catholic Charities Campaign
to Reduce Poverty to seek technical assistance and speakers for the workshop series.

Implications for Social Work Practice

The work of students like Tammy and Carla need not be exceptional for
future social work students if the profession (and religiously-affiliated schools
of social work in particular) takes the initiative to return social work back to
some of its first principles. For social work practice and education, I propose the
following recommendations to students, faculty, and practitioners to strengthen
social work programs and empower students in the efforts to increase attention
to the needs of the poor.

1. Students can attend to poverty explicitly and systematically in their edu-
cation and choice of social work career path. Although students bring
hope and openness to the educational experience as aspiring social
workers, students may not personally come from a lived experience of
poverty. This is not meant as a criticism of new social work students
as much as a reflection on the reality that Specht & Courtney (1994)
identified over 15 years ago: many incoming social work students aspire
to work as therapists, and intend to focus on mental health concerns
most explicitly, often with clients possessing similar backgrounds to
themselves (Perry, 2009). It is critical for social work students to chal-
lenge themselves and their peers (as Clara and Tammy did, above) to
reflect on their identity as social workers within the historic context of
the profession. This attention to the role of economic status seems to
be of particular salience at this point in American life, as our country
faces severe economic credit and housing crises, as reflected in the
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burgeoning Occupy Wall Street movement. One way to engage in this
reflection is to initiate action as a student body on behalf of social
justice, particularly among the poor. Social work students can lead
peers at their college or university to address justice issues. In a study
of student writing (McPherson, Perry, & Walsh, 2010), the concept of
action emerged as key to student understanding of social justice, despite
the fact (according to the content analysis featured in this chapter) that
the social work curricula do not seem to engage in this action-oriented
framework. One’s role and identity as a student may allow social work
students the support needed to leverage some of these values in service
of the community and profession.

. Students might exercise caution in “opting out” of addressing issues of
poverty in assignments. Although the chance to customize an assign-
ment based on personal interests and comfort level is appealing and
commonly offered, this approach, particularly within initial social work
course work and practice, will likely significantly limit a student’s ex-
perience with issues of poverty, both in the classroom and in the field.
In other words, students can challenge themselves to incorporate issues
of poverty into papers and group assignments. In so doing, social work
students will gain experience and comfort in effectively addressing
these complex issues (as Bill and Helen do in the case vignette above).
Issues of poverty and social justice inevitably will be a component of
students’ future work (Davis & Wainwright, 2005).

. Both students and faculty must avoid the diversity trap in dealing with
social justice issues related to poverty and the preferential option for the
poor. Based on the content analysis presented above, it is clear that
all MSW programs examined are supportive of student interest in
social justice on behalf of their clients. The problem, however, is that
sometimes social justice is discussed under the concept of “diversity”,
which may mask the structural and economic issues most powerful
in addressing issues of poverty. While attending to issues of diversity
(e.g., gender, sexual orientation, race, religious identity) thoughtfully
and competently in our practice is critical to the ethics of our profes-
sion, we may lose sight of the needs of the poor, who arguably suffer
the most serious long-term negative life outcomes (e.g., health, life
expectancy, educational attainment, exposure to violence), regardless
of their race, sexual orientation, or religious affiliation (Iceland, 20006).

. All social workers, students, faculty, and practitioners must consider
our commitment to the poor as critical to the future of the profession. In
extending findings from these MSW programs into the larger practice
domain, it is important to consider the ways by which the absence of
focus on issues of poverty may influence the profession of social work
across domains. At the professional level, our ongoing distancing from
the needs of the poor place both the profession and the larger society
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at risk. If social workers fail to address the needs of the poor, a few
questions will linger: can social work claim to be a profession that
advocates effectively for the vulnerable when so little of our time is
spent preparing new social workers to work effectively with clients in
poverty? Without such an emphasis, what ultimately will distinguish
social work from other helping professions that tend to offer psycho-
therapy as the main intervention to address clients’ problems?

Broader implications

The complex issues highlighted in these various case vignettes outline some
of the important challenges facing the profession of social work. Addressing these
issues is imperative for our profession to provide effective service to those in
economic need. Poverty continues to be the dominant social crisis in our society,
and our current economic circumstances suggest it is of heightened concern.
Recent data from the Census Bureau suggest that the number of Americans liv-
ing below the poverty line reached its highest level since the inception of the
Bureau in 1959. Along the same lines, median household income levels in 2010
fell to levels similar to those of 1997 (Tavernise, 2011). These data suggest a
lack of growth within the middle class, and an even direr situation for the poor
in the United States than previously understood.

In sum, students, educators, and practitioners must consider creative
ways to support one another in working with clients impacted by poverty. This
support is critical within all social work contexts, including those religiously-
affiliated programs that may explicitly identify the unique importance of the
poor. Such support can include facilitating collaboration, both at the student
and professional levels, between more senior and junior social workers. Social
work departments, including faculty and field staff, can work together to identify
ways to enhance attention to issues of poverty in and outside the classroom. At
a curricular level, improvements to syllabi can be complemented with explicit
attention within field education to support students in learning about and con-
tending with issues of poverty among their clients. Further, given the impact
of federal and state budget cuts on systems of care, it is critical that social work
educators engage students in formal exposure to advocacy (Kilbane, Pryce, &
Hong, in press) as a means of addressing client needs within very serious fiscal
constraints.

Beyond these suggested changes, it is worth considering ways that reli-
giously-affiliated social work programs can engage issues of poverty explicitly
around conversations regarding faith. For many social workers, a faith-based
orientation toward working with the poor may prove more compelling than a
secular approach. Each faith tradition has stated values regarding the impor-
tance of addressing the needs of the poor (Swatos & Kivisto, 1998). Through
these traditions, social work students and practitioners may find inspiration or
provocation to engage in work on behalf of the poor beyond what they may
encounter in a secular framework.
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CHAPTER 9

JOURNEYS TOWARD INTEGRATING FAITH
AND PRACTICE: STUDENTS, PRACTITIO-
NERS, AND FACULTY SHARE THEIR STORIES

T. Laine Scales, Helen Harris, Dennis Myers, and Jon Singletary

Perhaps you remember family vacations that included road trips across the
country; trips that started with the unfolding of a map on the dining room
table or an internet search for driving directions. You found your current loca-
tion and your destination. Then you began the exploration of various routes to
get there. The journey really started before you opened the map or booted up
the computer. It very likely started as you considered your destination and the
purpose of your trip. Once you knew where you were going, your focus could
move to the “how to” of getting there.

In this chapter we share several stories of one of the most challenging
journeys for Christians in social work: the journey toward integration of faith
and social work practice. The student perspectives include both their responses
while students and their reflections five years later with practice experience in
public, private and congregational settings. We are a group of four social work
faculty members at a Christian university, Baylor University in Waco, Texas. We
spend a lot of time pondering this journey toward integration. We think about
Christianity and social work very personally, in relation to ourselves and our
callings; we talk about this often with other faculty members on retreats or in
meetings. Most importantly, we explore this topic with students in advising, in
classrooms, in conducting research with our students, and in continued profes-
sional relationships with our graduates. We are intentional in our exploration
of this topic because we are deeply affected by our own responses to the ques-
tion, Where am I on the journey toward integrating Christian faith and social
work practice?

Our purpose in writing this chapter is three-fold. First, we want to share
with you the stories from Christian students at our university who have been
on this journey toward becoming a social worker and from those same students
as graduates implementing and refining their own discoveries around the inte-
gration of faith and practice. Second, as we present their stories, we comment
on the various themes emerging from their reflections as they share stories of
seeking God’s plan, dealing with obstacles, and seeking companionship for the
journey. At times, we will repeat their reflections as we illustrate the variety of
themes we gleaned from their narratives. Finally, we invite you to join with other
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Christian travelers as we figure out together various ways to integrate Christian
faith and social work practice.

We are addressing our comments primarily to student readers, though we
realize that faculty members, social work practitioners, and others may read this
chapter. Our hope is to introduce students and others to the stories of our Baylor
students and graduates as they reflect on their own journeys. We expect that, for
our readers, these conversations about calling have been and will continue to be
a central part of the dialogue concerning Christians in social work: a dialogue
involving other students, advisors, supervisors, teachers, families, and friends.
One last caution: this chapter is not based solely on our data analysis and is not
presented as research findings. We report those findings in other publications
(Singletary, Harris, Myers, & Scales, 2006). Instead, this is a personal sharing
of selected quotes from students and faculty that we hope will serve as infor-
mation and inspiration as you consider your calling and your pilgrimage. We
invite you to travel with us.

The Road Trip of a Lifetime

For the Christian student, the most compelling question, Where am I
going? has been answered ultimately: I am going to God, to eternity with my
Creator, to Heaven. But if life is truly a journey leading us to our Home, it
seems very important to consider how we get there. It is frequently easier for
Christian students to talk freely about their eternal destination while struggling
significantly with the direction of their life journeys. Which of the many career
paths available, for example, shall I take? What is it I am to do with this life I
have been given? We look at the life map of possible destinations and consider
our options while many voices, from parents to mentors to detractors, offer a
variety of pathways. Shall I travel major highways with large loops that let me
travel quickly and efficiently, but that guide me around the inner cities where
the bustle of life and pain of others is almost palpable? Shall T travel the back
roads of life where the pace is slower and the interactions more measured and
deliberate? Will my travels take me through many small adventures or will this
journey center on one or two defining highways?

For Christian social workers, there is a real sense that we serve a Navigator
who has charted our path, who created us with particular gifts and talents to
accomplish the purposes of God’s creation. But getting the message and instruc-
tions of the Navigator that are specific to our journey is often the challenge. Has
God called me to a specific work? And if so, how will T hear the call and know
the path? We find ourselves asking, What are the roads or pathways that will
get me to the work and then through the work to which God is calling mee?

Students called to social work hear the Navigator’s voice in a variety of
ways. Becoming a social worker is a process, a journey that may begin from any
place at any time. Some social workers can trace the beginning of their travels to
childhood: parents who modeled for them the giving of self in service of others
and encouraged the journey of helping. For some, the journey toward social



Journeys toward Integrating Faith and Practice 131

work began later in life, after several apparently false starts down roads that
were blocked or just seemed to be the wrong direction. Eventually the Navigator
provided directional clarity in the midst of disorientation and aimless pursuits.
In some cases, graduates found directional clarity as part of the journey. One
graduate summed it up this way: “I just keep finding open doors, opportunities
leading me to the next step. I simply wait, do the best job I can while waiting
for the next step in His plan to emerge.”

For Christian social workers, the paths toward life as a Christian and as a
professional social worker are traveled simultaneously, leading Christian social
work students to explore questions such as these: How does my journey as a
Christian intersect with, complement, replicate, or diverge from travel along my
journey toward professional social work? One graduate made this observation:
“Social work provides me one avenue to fulfill my calling. It allows me to get
paid, but more importantly, it allows me to step into other people’s lives and
help them through tough situations in life. It allows me to walk a journey with
others.” Students also wonder: Will I be confronted with the choice between two
roads, one representing my faith journey and the other representing my profes-
sional journey? As graduates, many discovered that the integration of their own
faith experience and their practice experience can take place in both secular and
non-sectarian settings. Of the follow-up respondents, their experience in public
and private agencies was essentially equal. Three of the eight had experience
in both public and private agencies over the five year period since graduation.

The question for students is often this: Is there truth in the statement that
social work and Christianity really are quite compatible with one another? Is
it possible that we have been called by the Navigator to forge a new road that
brings our path across the most vulnerable, the most wounded, those lost need-
ing a guide to get back to the road? While graduates worked with both Christian
colleagues and colleagues who were not believers and in both public and private
settings, they reported that their faith experience was consistently positive in
their social work practice. One respondent said it this way:

“I honestly believe that God has brought me down the path I have been
on professionally this far, and I have no doubts that He has a future plan for
me as well.”

That statement rang true with graduates working in both traditional social
work agencies and in the church. “I have found I fit best when my mission is
expanded beyond that of the church to the many people on the fringes of society
who lack even the basic community that most churches offer.” This is possible
because “I did learn how to walk away at the end of the day and feel confident
that God is in control. Because of this skill I anticipate being a social worker
for years and decades to come.”

Why Social Work Education?

Our students’ stories remind us that all journeys must begin somewhere,
even though the map has not been secured or the destination is not in view.
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Some students are very comfortable with wandering. Some are taking a leisurely
journey that may be spontaneous and filled with last-minute decisions about
destinations and activities, a bit like buying a month-long rail pass and traveling
around Europe. In some instances, students may enter social work to check it
out, wander around, and decide along the way what is interesting. In contrast,
other students are on a carefully defined path to a very specific destination. They
have a particular vocational goal in mind and their social work education is a
point on their map. One student described where she hopes to be in ten years:

I want to have started a non-profit [agency] for doing job training
for women. For impoverished women-- that's what I would like to
be doing in ten years. To get there, I think in two years I am going
to be working at an agency doing very micro work.... I really need
to have that perspective. !

One can imagine this student viewing social work classes as particular points
on a map that will lead to the ten-year goal.

In some cases, students found their way to social work after developing a
commitment to a particular population. For example, one young woman found
that she was gifted in working with children so she planned to pursue teaching
in a school setting. In conversation with her own teachers she began to broaden
her view of careers in which she might work with kids. Soon she was imagining
social work as an option. In her own words:

I just easily attached to kids; they easily attached to me. And I
was just a real good people person. People said it all the time,...
[With social work] I would have more job options... and if 'm a
school teacher, then that's what I do with kids, I just teach them,
but with social work I could do a whole bunch of different things
and I liked that.

Another student began social work in order to work with children and
adolescents, but through experience in internships and classes, opened her
mind to consider work with additional populations:

I always thought... I was going to work with children. And it’s
switched a lot. ... our society’s changing as well, so Alzheimer’s
and caregivers are going to be big needs our population is going
to have...I definitely could see myself in that kind of field...I have
lots of options....

In another case, the student’s ultimate goal was ministry, but this student
intentionally sought a social work education to gain particular skills and in-
formation. Encountering two other travelers with social work competencies
motivated this student to walk with them:

I want to connect to people and really help them work through
these issues that they've got. I thought that I could do that in
seminary, and I think that you can, but when I got in there - thats
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where the catch was - when I started asking questions about wife
beatings and children getting hit - those things. And when the only
two people in the room that knew were social work students, that
was what really did it for me. This is some information that I have
always wanted to know. How do I get this information? And social
work has that information with it.

While this student wanted to pursue social work to gain particular knowl-
edge or skills, another student wanted to journey alongside social workers
because she appreciated the value base of the profession:

The first draw that was in my mind was that I thought that social
workers worked with the poor, that was the initial lead in. But also,
helping the oppressed and the poor in justice issues from a biblical
basis and seeing that as a value of the social work profession...So
social work values are definitely places that attracted me as a means
of vocation or a job where I live out the values.

Where am I going?

In contrast to students who had a clear picture about why they chose social
work education, other students were wandering, with or without a compass. One
student was simply lost in the journey and stated bluntly “I have no direction
on my future at this point.” Another traveler expressed outwardly a feeling of
confidence that she would find the way as she goes, but at the same time, admits
an “uneasy feeling” as well.

To me, at this point, there’s still just—it’s all very unclear. I'm
pushing around things right now, but 'm learning that there are so
many options out there and that I have to just kind of give it time
to know things will develop, and I'll find it as I go. So I'm doing
my education to help give me some more options and some more
places, but I can’t see down the line right now. And it’s kind of an
uneasy feeling, not knowing which direction or any of the options
that are available—in either direction.

This inability to see around the corner is both the joy and the challenge of trav-
eling free and easy, wherever the wind may take us. We may know that good
things can happen along the way and that the path will be there when we need
it. But, the uneasiness described above leads to a natural question for students;
will we really like what we find along the way? And, perhaps a more troubling
question, when we arrive at our destination, will the satisfaction we find be
worth the time and effort we have invested?

Sometimes it is easier to see where we are on the path by looking behind
us, at where we have been. This student reflects on the calling to social work as
a process; looking back, she can see that there were signposts of confirmation
points on her journey.
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I don’t think it was one instance, like one minute, all of a sudden,
I was like, I'm called to social work. I think it was a process...
the constant affirmation. I believe when people are walking with
God, and in His word every day, and are really seeking Him, then
He'll lead you in a certain direction, and so as I've been seeking
Him throughout college, my college experience and life, I've felt
confirmed over and over again to continue in the path of social
work. And more so every day, even today, more so than yesterday.

Once graduates entered professional social work, they gained wisdom from
looking back to “ younger years” and seeing the patterns of God’s plan at work.
Experience, along with trial and error, often helped students discern the best fit.

In my younger years I identified my calling to be in a faith-based
environment. At other times I felt it to be as an academic. Over time
I have learned that the pursuits which fit me best are those in which
I am able to work with a variety of people and help them at times of
crisis. While faith-based organizations offer me this opportunity, I
have found I fit best when my mission is expanded beyond that of
the church to the many people on the fringes of society who lack
even the basic community that most churches offer.

After starting professional and family life, one graduate could take a long
view of her calling that began when she was a child and encompasses values
she is passing on to her own children:

The feeling of helping others has been with me from a very young
age, I have distinctive memories as early as 3 grade. The urge to
help others has never really waned. It has taken different shapes.
As T was going through school, it is what helped shaped my pro-
fessional choices, as well as extracurriculars. Now that I am in
my profession and my roles of wife and mother are put above my
profession, the idea of helping others looks a little different. I value
what it means to help others and I work to teach my children the
importance of helping others.

Am I on the Right Road?

One of the lessons we learned from the students and alumni we interviewed
was that entering and staying on the path to a vocation in social work can be
an uncertain and complicated task. Their experiences made us more aware of
the unexpected turns, intersections, and detours that accompany most who
travel this way. These honest, onsite reports of the terrain will alert you to the
possibility that you may encounter obstacles in the pathway--you or others in
your life may question the direction you are going, the accuracy of your map,
and the worth of your destination. You will discover that others have traveled
the path that you are now on or that you are thinking of entering. They have
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much to say about the challenges you face and about how God keeps them on
the path and helps them make sense of the journey.

Some students told us that, in the beginning, they didn’t want to be on
the path toward a career in social work. It seems that God’s plan for their life’s
journey was very different from the life map envisioned by the student. This
reflection illustrates how God’s plans may not be our plans:

I remember a point where I sat there and I said, ‘I don’t want to go
this direction.’ I remember praying and saying, ‘God, you got some-
thing confused here. You got the wrong plan for the wrong girl’
There was a point where I really remember just about screaming
my head off going, ‘God; you're just off, here! I don’t understand
why you're doing this!’

Another student described the experience of misinterpreting God’s plan:

I think, for me, I misinterpret God, definitely because I am a self-
ish person and have my own agenda and my own plans that aren’t
necessarily in conjunction with His, so I do get a little confused and
can’t see the line--but I definitely know that from my experience,
He’s used other people and you know;, initially by just planting a
seed in my heart, or maybe a desire or maybe just a little interest.

It seems that once these students reluctantly entered the path of God’s plan for
their Christian vocation, confirmation that they were in the right place reas-
sured the travelers. Students reported confirmation from a number of sources.

This student described the sense of peace that confirmed the chosen path:

I think it’s completely natural for me to be in social work. And if
I try to pursue other things, it really doesn't give me that sense of
peace, it gives me more of a sense of like I don’t belong there. That’s
really the role that social work plays and that's how I feel as far
as my calling, when I know that when I'm doing something that
God doesn’t want me to do, I don’t have that peace. And when God
wants me to do something and that’s where I should be, and that’s
where I am, I have that sense of peace and I'm fine with it even
if it makes me uncomfortable, but I feel just natural to be there.

Confirmation came for graduates when they had opportunities to try differ-
ent jobs. One graduate suspected in her student years that she wanted to work
with children and families and had this confirmed when she tried a different
job for awhile:

I believe that I was created to work with youth, and I am unable to
imagine myself doing anything else (long-term). I worked a part-
time position with a non-medical in home care provider organiza-
tion (working with the elderly and handicapped)...and although
I still enjoyed helping and serving a different group of people.....
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my passion for my job just wasn't the same as I have when I am
serving children and families.

Graduates had new opportunities to try their skills and get affirmation of
their callings from colleagues and clients. “I often get the comment that 'm a
good listener or that they [clients] feel a radiant energy from me that is differ-
ent,” says one graduate. “ I have always had this sense of calling but my calling
has come to be more prominent as I began to do clinical work.”

Encountering Obstacles

It became clear to us that unanticipated obstacles are part of the journey,
whether you are just entering the path or you are five years down the road. At
the beginning, students reported obstacles to their desire to enter the path toward
faithful social work practice such as family members who questioned their voca-
tional choices and the public perception of social work. In a few cases, obstacles
created temporary loss of destination, which eventually led students to find the
professional path God intended for them. Five years later, graduates view the
obstacles as more related to their work setting and relationships with colleagues.

Family concerns

Confusion or concern may be the response of parents and family members
to students who choose social work as a career. Family members may want to
understand the motivation and reasoning that underlie this sometimes contro-
versial decision. These two quotes from students reflect the concerns that some
family members may have about the choice of social work as a career:

No matter what I do, there is [from my parents] this, ok what is
your reasoning behind this? I think that is a real big key thing, is to
see where my motivation is coming from, and seeing, what makes
me do this, to make sure I am doing it for the right reasons. Also, I
think, part of it is for bragging rights, so that when people ask them,
they can say, well, she’s doing it because she wants to dah, dah, dah.
I get a kick out of that—that that’s one of the things that they do.

Another student described a negative reaction to the career path from family:

Oh, well, they definitely have not influenced me to be called to—I
mean, they are—my grandparents still are in denial that I am a
social work major. I mean, no one in my family wanted me to be
a social work major. So, they really have not done anything to
encourage me to do that. But I think they just really wanted me to
do business. But, I don’t know.

Public perception of social work
Professional prestige and societal recognition may affect career choice.
This was not an often mentioned concern in these interviews but there were
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at least several references to this potential obstacle. One student described a
narrow perception of social work when initially considering the profession,
asking “Aren’t they just CPS [Child Protective Services] workers?” That was
my whole idea of social work. Another student suggested that, “Social work, I
guess widely speaking, isn’t that glamorous of a profession.” He described the
questions of others:

...is social work a real profession?... people look down on social
workers. They don't think that that’s a real thing. In court, they
don’t listen to their testimony, they don'’t think it’s real, but that’s
just how it was with Jesus.

Obstacles as a path to new directions
Obstacles can detour the traveler in a direction that actually leads to God’s
intention for the social work student. Consider this observation:

I wish I could say I was that trusting and that easy to influence on
it, but one of the characteristics I have, and it usually has a negative
connotation to it, but for me it’s a good thing, is being stubborn. I
am someone who'’s not very easy to move and be manipulated and
Ijust don’t, I tend to want to stay in the same spot because it’s kind
of, I don’t like to move into the unknown very easily and so for
me, it seems like it’s one instance after another and I keep getting
hit from different directions until I'm finally going, ok maybe this,
maybe I'm being told something here. That includes some of the
people that I know. I'm wanting to go on this path and I keep getting
stumbling blocks that are really actually people who are kind of
going, you might want to consider doing this, you're fitted for this.

Five years later

At least eight graduates currently practice in social work related arenas,
seeking to integrate their faith and practice. When we asked them again about
obstacles to the integration of faith and practice after five years of practice, their
narratives did not repeat the themes of their student days: the influence of family
and societal values on vocational choice. Instead, they focused on the influence
of their agency’s context on faithful practice. In three cases, the graduates did not
report any current obstacles, but found their work facilitated faith integration For
example, one graduate working in a public agency responded: “I have struggled
with more ethical integration of state and federal law and social work practice
than with the integration of my faith. I feel fortunate enough that my faith actu-
ally enhances my practice, and in my opinion, makes me a stronger practitioner,
employee, and supervisor.” Another graduate, agreeing that faith could be inte-
grated effectively, attributed this outcome to effective educational preparation:

In this context I feel that the social worker’s ability to address issues
of faith in their practice is based largely on the background and
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training they received prior to their employment there. Because my
background included an emphasis on understanding spirituality as
a component of any holistic social work, I am comfortable when
my clients discuss the impact of their faith in their lives and I feel
confident in my ability to address their faith in ways that does not
direct or influence their belief, but better helps them understand
how their faith impacts their lives.

Graduates who did report obstacles to the integration of faith and practice
focused on their work settings. The graduates offered insight into how their
agency’s public, private, and/or non-profit status, as well as religious affiliation,
shaped their attempts at faith integration. In these contexts, they also highlighted
the roles (sometimes supportive and sometimes unsupportive) of colleagues
within and outside the organization. By sharing their stories, the graduates
revealed interesting and unanticipated ways that agency context and collegial
relations can be both facilitators for and obstacles to faithful practice.

Agency context as a facilitator or obstacle

The graduates agreed that practice within a publically funded agency cre-
ated obstacles to the integration of faith and practice. One reflection captured
this observation: “I have currently worked in a public agency for nearly a year.
In this context, faith conversation has been isolated institutionally, not only
from clients but among employees as well.” Another graduate raised a unique
client-social worker boundary issue related to practice in a public agency—*
I have multiple clients and/or their families who attend my church. Since I do
not work at a faith-based agency, trying to figure out boundaries [related to
faith-talk] has been somewhat of a challenge.”

Is spite of these obstacles, the graduates in public sector organizations offered
unexpected perspectives on faith life in these contexts. Even though the agency is
publically funded, the religious beliefs of the employees and administration may
open the organization to accept the role of faith. Consider this observation: “While
the agency itself was non-faith based, many of the employees and administrators
came from Christian faith backgrounds. This made it easy to address faith in the
work environment.” Meanwhile, one graduate who has worked in both a public
and a private faith-based agency observed that the prohibitions of a public setting
actually facilitated her own personal faith and practice development:

I think my faith and the way I integrate faith and practice has
become stronger NOT working at a faith-based agency, because I
have had to struggle with how to do it and work at it, when it was
so easy at the private faith-based agency.

In contrast to public agencies, private, non-profit organizations with a reli-
gious affiliation can be a venue for deepening the faith and professional practice
conversation. Graduates working in these settings often identified “freedom” and
“openness” as primary factors. One graduate who is an educator in a Christian
college expressed it this way:
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Each time I am asked about the integration of my faith in practice
by others, I recognize the freedom I have in my work environ-
ment to share my faith and allow it to inform my teaching. These
conversations allow me the opportunity to further reflect upon the
impact I am able to have in and outside the classroom by integrating
faith principles in the ways I interact with students and colleagues.

Another graduate echoed this theme: “...being in settings in which the
faith beliefs are a good enough fit has allowed me to integrate faith into practice
more openly, whereas that would very likely not be the case in a public agency
or college setting.”

While some contexts facilitated integration, other settings may also present
obstacles. One possibility is that clients are not allowed freedom to embrace their
unique beliefs. A graduate working in a non —faith- based setting observed the
importance of making additional efforts to ensure clients did not feel pressured
to embrace a particular faith.

Taken together, the graduates provided clear evidence that organizational
identity may be an important factor in faith and practice integration. Their
narratives also reveal the complexity and unpredictability of this relationship;
in other words, public agencies may facilitate integration of faith in surprising
ways, while religiously affiliated contexts may unpredictably deter integration.

Christian colleagues as supporters and obstacles

Collegial relations of the graduates join organizational status as central
themes in the reflections on faith and practice integration. This statement sim-
ply and powerfully expresses the observation made by most of the graduates:
“It is beneficial to have someone else in the profession who has the same faith
background as I do to talk with.”

In religiously affiliated agencies, supportive colleagues may be more avail-
able and the opportunities for shared involvement in faith practices richer:
“When I worked at the faith-based agency I felt more support and more con-
nection with some of my co-workers as we had weekly bible study and prayer
time.” When the setting does not provide this kind of faith-related sharing,
graduates sought support outside of the agency:

Most of my friends/colleagues outside of work are not social work-
ers, however, we talk often about working to change society, but
more specifically through the lens mentioned above—Kingdom of
God on earth in the here and now. They encourage, inspire, and
motivate me to continue striving and though they do not have the
social work frame of reference or language, I am able to bridge that
gap a bit in our conversations and in work we might do together
on the side. With my colleagues, we talk about the integration of
faith and practice in the work...
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Sometimes Christian colleagues at work present obstacles to graduates who
are committed to faithful practice. When Christian colleagues violate ethical
principles of self-determination or proselytize in ways that can be viewed as
manipulative, the graduates viewed this as an obstacle, though one that could
be overcome. Consider this observation:

Surprisingly, there is one specific co-worker of mine who is prob-
ably the most outspoken person of faith in our entire agency. I've
found this to be a hindrance to our relationship....Unfortunately,
I always tend to find the highest number of obstacles among very
conservative Christians, whether co-workers or clients. I rarely
find it difficult to manage though. It’s just a part of life.

Whether or not agency context and work relationships present obstacles or
opportunities, graduates affirm the central place of faith in their practice. All of these
social work graduates are seeking a path that leads them to ethically live into their
vocation and their faith. Their stories provide maps for travelers that aspire to the
same destination. The pathway can be clearly marked with signs of confirmation and
direction. We also have seen that, along the way, social work students and gradu-
ates who embrace Christian faith encounter unanticipated obstacles that disorient
and even cause them to lose their way. Amazingly, the God who called them to the
journey is also able to set their feet on the life-long path of service and Christian
vocation. And, fortunately, Christian social workers do not ever have to travel alone.

Fellow travelers

Social workers know perhaps better than most that no one successfully
journeys alone in this life. As you learn how to walk alongside the people you
serve, you also may begin to wonder, “Who will travel with me? Family, faculty,
supervisors, student colleagues, God?” You may experience the presence of God
calling in many ways; some direct and some indirect, but a part of God’s calling
is found in the voices of those who go with you on the journey.

Students in our program discussed their understanding of God’ call through
the influence of other people. We heard about direct and indirect influence of
family members, co-workers, social workers, faculty, or others who helped
students understand social work as an option for responding to God’s call.
Interpersonal relationships helped students discern God’s call to the profession
of social work and to know that there was someone on the journey with them.
Here we highlight some of these relationships on the journey.

Who will guide my journey? God.

In trusting God’s presence in our midst, we heard students describe the
meaning of this for their journeys. One student said that “God’s hand was there
and, just kept guiding me through.” Another student offers, “The calling for me
is just following what God wants me to do and where God is leading me to.”
And also, “With me, I feel like God really, strongly directed me towards this.”
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Who will go with me? Family and friends.

The most common travelers alongside students were their family and
friends. Sometimes these loved ones question the turns we make on the journey.
Sometimes, they aren’'t sure how to support us along the way. Looking back
on years of family strife, a student reflected on her family’s role in her journey
saying, “I don’t know if my family necessarily, in a positive way, influenced
my decision for social work.” Yet, other students had different experiences as
families ventured forth with them: “I knew that by choosing a profession where
I would be helping people,” said one student, “I would be understood by my
family and they would support that decision because that’s what I wanted to
do.” Another student also voiced the encouragement of family traveling with
them, “I think that there is an experience where your family, they are helping
me through a lot of this. That’s one thing I feel very blessed with, is that they
have been very supportive.”

Who will go with me? Social workers such as faculty, classmates, and field
supervisors.

Social work education offers opportunities for significant relationships that
are influential in helping you make your way down the road into professional
social work practice. Students spend a great deal of time with classmates, faculty,
and field supervisors, who are a part of their journeys of discernment. They often
recognize right away the importance of these relationships.

One new student described one of her attractions to the program: “I knew
the faculty was very friendly and very interested in their students succeeding.”
Students commented on the relationships faculty intentionally developed with
students on this journey. “I think it’s pretty much invaluable, said one student,
“At least if it’s set up properly, because you can draw on the experience of your
professors, who have years of experience in the field, as well as the experience
of the people who are even writing the textbooks.” Professors are described as
mentors in students’ lives as they walk alongside them, “they really push to a
high standard, but they're also there to, not hold your hand, but support you,
encourage you, and I just got a really strong sense of community and support.”

Faculty understood the importance of engaging with students. After a
weekend of discussions about our own vocational journeys, faculty in our pro-
gram wrote about the role they envisioned for themselves in walking alongside
students: “My assessment is that sharing about our journeys and aspirations
enabled us to see and appreciate the complexity and richness of the fabric of
our collective relationship,” offers one professor. Another adds her reflections,
“My renewed awareness of my own calling and what has contributed to living
it out has made me more aware of the potential significance of every interaction
I have with students. I find myself asking my advisees and other students more
open-ended questions about their purpose and urging them to see their inner
promptings and long-held dreams.”

As students, you also have supervisors guiding you while you learn, prepar-
ing you for the road ahead: “I talk to my supervisor constantly about what is
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going on with this client,” said one person we interviewed. She lets me do the
work, but she is there for advice and consultation. This is uncharted territory
for me, but I am learning so much.” Students express appreciation for the learn-
ing that comes in supervision. One offers, “It was tremendously helpful to me
that my supervisor went out on an assessment with me. I was able to discuss
advanced practice with her and it was really good to have her feedback from
the assessment.” And another echoes the support on the journey of learning:
“In the middle of the crises of moving the clients I was on the phone with my
supervisor. I wasn't sure what to do, and she talked me through it. But she also
let me do it on my own, for which I am now thankful. It was a great experience.”

The graduates surveyed for this research bring a slightly different perspec-
tive to this discussion. They reflected on what it is like to have or not have
colleagues who share their faith while providing social work services together.
In some cases graduates found that “my colleagues are working in the same
profession because of their philosophy/faith but come from different faith
backgrounds.” Often, graduates found that working with colleagues who share
their faith experience is a comfort and encouragement. “When I worked at
the faith-based agency, I felt more support and more connection with some of
my co-workers as we had weekly bible study and prayer time.” In some cases,
graduates identified a particular colleague whose support was invaluable: “The
discussions that I have with this colleague reaffirm my purpose and the work
that I do.” Still others recognized the challenge of faith and practice to some of
their colleagues: “Further, while the general social work education I received was
second to none, the emphasis on preparing me to address areas of faith in my
practice has provided me with an additional tool I feel many of my colleagues
lack.” One graduate summed up both the struggle and the blessing of working
with colleagues who do not share her faith:

When I worked at the faith-based agency I felt more support and
more connection with some of my co-workers as we had weekly
bible study and prayer time. At the agency [ am at now, there is not
the same level of support, I have had to seek support from other
sources [friends, family].

Who will go with me? Clients

In social work education, you will have opportunities to reflect upon and
then practice traveling with your clients, whether you are in generalist practice,
direct practice, or practice with larger systems, you will be asking how to ac-
company your clients and how they will accompany you on this journey. One
graduate from the study reflected on the impact of relationship with clients in
this way: “I believe that social work is a verb that means working with people....
all types of people, and I find that I am happiest when I am able to work directly
with others, and I am able to build ongoing and consistent relationships with my
clients in a way that I don’t think I would have in any other area.” This graduate
found that her faith was strengthened and encouraged by the work with her
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clients. Another graduate affirmed the importance of her work with clients this
way: “I'm not just pushing paper around, I'm helping build forever families,
keeping children safe, and enjoying every minute of my work.”

Our students may be aware of where they have stumbled along the way, but
they are not sure that the people they serve understand the challenges of their
journeys, “sometimes, it's harder to meet people’s needs because sometimes you
have to convince them they have needs, or they don't realize they have needs.”
What this suggests is that students are learning the reciprocal nature of walk-
ing alongside others. They walk with clients in hopes of making a difference
in their journeys. One student said, “If you can intervene and somehow help
them realize that they are worth something and they have true potential, I feel
like it changes so many things.” After a similar experience with a client, another
student said, “That made me feel good because I didn’t force anything on him,
I just lived right and tried to treat him like I treat anybody else.”

As students on the journey into the profession walk with clients, they want
to help them, but we know they also learn to “have the clients be the expert
of their experience,” as one student put it. In this, the clients also walk with
students. They help students move further down the journey. Graduates found
this to be important and reciprocal as well:

Because my background included an emphasis on understanding
spirituality as a component of any holistic social work, I am com-
fortable when my clients discuss the impact of their faith in their
lives and I feel confident in my ability to address their faith in ways
that does not direct or influence their belief, but better helps them
understand how their faith impacts their lives.

One of the more cogent student responses pointed out through poetry the
deep connection students and graduates may experience to their own faith
journey and the impact it has on their work with clients. This is a verification
of the scriptural admonition that we are able to use the comfort provided to
us in order to comfort and minister to and work with others. Here are selected
stanzas of her poem to illustrate how environment, opportunity, and God’s call-
ing come together for this faithful social worker.

What is to Become of Her??

I see a little girl who is sitting quietly all alone

Watching the clock and waiting for the rest of her family to get home
Her mother is a single parent working hard to care for three

Her father is always in jail so his face she never sees

She is growing up in the projects which is also known as the ‘hood’

And the acts of people surrounding her rarely measure up to good

She is no stranger to violenc