
CHAPTER 2

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 pro-
found. Social work values, practice theories, assessments, intervention de-
cisions, 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 so-
cial 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 ground-
ing questions. Everyone operates on the basis of some worldview or
faith-based understanding 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 im-
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pervious to critique and change (though they unfortunately might be).
It matters greatly how conscious, reflective, considered, or informed
our worldviews are. The most objectivity we can achieve is to be criti-
cally aware of our worldview and how it affects our interpretations of
“the facts.” It is far better to be aware, intentional, and informed regard-
ing our worldview than to naively think we are (or anyone else is) ob-
jective 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—biochemi-
cal machines, 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

I like 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, including social work practice, with our faith(worldview assump-
tions)—wherever we got it, however good or bad it is, and however embry-
onic it may be. This worldview faith strongly affects what we perceive (or
even look for). But the world (God’s 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 catego-
ries somewhat altered, perhaps even corrected a bit. Then we use that al-
tered 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 implica-
tions of the idea, theory, interpretation, or practice that I am examining? To
use a currently fashionable phrase, how do they “interrogate” each other?
What kind of assumptions about the nature of the world lie behind Freud-
ian theory? Behavioral theory? The scientific method? The strengths per-
spective? The social work belief that all persons have intrinsic value (a
radical notion not particularly supported by modernism or postmodernism
in their materialist, subjectivist versions)?

To put it another way, we all form stories that answer life’s biggest ques-
tions. As I 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
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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 ab-
surd? 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?

3. What’s wrong? How do we understand and account for evil
and brokenness? And how do we account for our sense of mo-
rality, love, and justice? Is evil only stuff I happen not to pre-
fer? Or are some things really good and other things really
wrong? Is love only lust or well-disguised self-centeredness?
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 describe 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 experience
from moment to moment. Another worldview might tell me that some-
how 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
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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 un-
derstanding 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 work-
ers claim and often take for granted (Holmes, 1984; Sherwood, 1993,
2000). Subsequently, a Christian worldview will shape how those basic
values are understood and how they interact with one another. For ex-
ample, 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 ac-
quire, hold, and transfer property (Lebacqz, 1986; Mott, 1982;
Wolterstorff, 1983).

The Interaction of Feeling, Thinking, and Behavior

Persons are complex living ecological systems—to use a helpful con-
ceptual 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 other. For example, it is impossible to meaning-
fully separate our thinking, feeling, and behavior from each other and
from the systems we experience outside ourselves, yet we quite prop-
erly think of ourselves as separate individuals. The lines of influence
run in all directions. What we believe affects what we experience, in-
cluding 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 re-
jected, 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 bib-
lical worldview picture is that God has granted us (at great cost) the
dignity and terror of contributing 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 mecha-
nistically determined and that significant change is always possible. And
change can come from many directions—thinking, emotions, behavior,
experience. We are especially (compared to other creatures) both gifted
and cursed by our ability to think about ourselves and the world. We
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can form purposes and act in the direction of those purposes. Our be-
liefs about the nature of the world, other persons, and ourselves inter-
act 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 persons, 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
important 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
“cut-flower” 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 a short 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, regard-
less of the deceptive beauty which lingers for awhile. 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 gen-
eration can live off its moral capital only so long before the impertinent
questions (Why should we?) can no longer be ignored.

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

But doesn’t everybody “just know” that human beings have intrin-
sic 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 offend-
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ers against the value and dignity of all persons (sadly true, in some
cases). After all, a lot of folks, from secular humanists to rocket scien-
tists to New Age witches to rock stars, have declared themselves as de-
fenders 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 a
number of 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. I 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 Ameri-
cans, 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 I 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 ma-
chine gun on every street corner and say ‘Integrate.’ If they didn’t, I would
shoot them.”

Naive freshman that I was, I just couldn’t believe he was really say-
ing 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? I would say things like, “Surely
you believe that society has a moral responsibility to care for the wid-
ows 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 mem-
bers of society such as the disabled and mentally retarded should be
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eliminated, not maintained.” He would prefer that the methods be “hu-
mane,” 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 inter-
pret or assign meaning to the facts. Ali was a thoroughly secular man; he
had left Islam behind. If I were to accept his assumptions about the na-
ture 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 “everybody knows” the individual person has innate dignity and
value. I understood more clearly that unless you believed in the Cre-
ator, 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
expressed 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 imperative. He says “From propositions about fact alone no practi-
cal 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 pre-
served’ [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? And the answer to this ques-
tion always smuggles in values from somewhere else besides the facts.

Even the resort to instincts such as self-preservation can tell us noth-
ing about what we (or others)ought to do. Lewis (1947, p. 49) says:

We grasp at useless words: we call it the “basic,” or “funda-
mental,” or “primal,” or “deepest” instinct. It is of no avail.
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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 observa-
tions about the quantitative aspects of a psychological event
lead to no practical conclusion. It is the old dilemma. Either
the premise is already concealed an imperative or the conclu-
sion 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 bindingness, obligation, or authority
until its relationship to relevant values is understood. And you can’t get the
values directly from the “Is.” We always comes 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 implications of those facts. And to have moral obliga-
tion 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 in-
deed negative, the question would remain as to what exactly was the cause.
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In the last few years there has been a tremendous outpouring of
attention to issues of child sexual abuse and its effects on adult survi-
vors. I must say that this is long overdue and much needed. And even
among completely secular social workers, psychologists, and other thera-
pists there currently appears to 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 pro-
gram 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 individu-
alistic model of power and a model of justice that pins its faith on rea-
son. 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 P.A.L. (Pedophiles Are Lovers!) would argue that what needs to
be changed is not the intergenerational sexual behavior, but the sexu-
ally repressive social values and behavior which teach children the nega-
tive 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
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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 profes-
sionals, that adult sexual activity with children is “bad” and that it leads
quite regularly to negative consequences. Right now you could almost
say this is something “everyone knows.” But it would be a serious mis-
take 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 P.A.L. (Pedophiles Are Lovers), it represents real people and groups
that do exist. The tip of this iceberg may be appearing in the profes-
sional literature where it is becoming more acceptable and common to
see the “facts” reinterpreted. In preparing bibliography for a course on
sexual issues in helping, I ran across a very interesting little shift in
terminology in some of the professional literature. One article was en-
titled “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 agree-
ment. 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 fe-
male) 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?
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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 conse-
quential 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’s true that Christ has been raised, but I put my faith in
Baal or the free market or the earth goddess (big 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 im-
portance 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 the underlying operational faith of a culture or subcul-
ture—whether it’s Americans 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 material-
ism. 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 relevantly meaning-
ful). In psychology it was epitomized in B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism.

I remember as a somewhat bewildered freshman at Indiana Univer-
sity attending a lecture by a famous visiting philosophy professor (a
logical positivist) from Cambridge University (whose name I have for-
gotten) entitled “The Impossibility 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 notion of val-
ues beyond subjective preferences. We now know, he said, that such
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language is meaningless (since not empirical) except, perhaps, to ex-
press our own subjective feelings.

In a graduate school course in counseling, I had an earnest young
behaviorist 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 spa-
ghetti, 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 pref-
erences, or (worse) prejudices induced by social learning. And “every-
one knew” that the only thing real was physical, measurable, and scien-
tific. 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 discussed 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 which
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 “greening of America” when “everybody knew” that people under
30 were better than people over 30 and that human beings are so in-
nately 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 Num-
ber 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’ “Ge-
stalt Prayer” even got placed on romantic greeting cards:
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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 care too much, you are enmeshed, undifferentiated, or
at the very least co-dependent.

And here we are after the turning of a new millennium 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 corpo-
rate executives, accountants, and stock brokers. Even more amazing,
philosophy professors and social workers are not embarrassed to talk
about values and even character again. ”Family Values” are avowed by
the 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 Chris-
tian to us. The philosophical paradigm has shifted to the opposite ex-
treme, from the modern faith in the rational and empirical to the
postmodern faith in the radically subjective and relative, the impossi-
bility of getting beyond our ideological and cultural horizons. Our
culture now despairs of any knowledge beyond the personal narra-
tives we make up for ourselves out of the flotsam of our experience
and fragments of disintegrating culture (Middleton & Walsh, 1995).
Postmodernism 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.

It is remarkable, as we have seen, how rapidly some of these as-
sumptions 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 look-
ing is introduced to the scene. Remember both enlightenment empiri-
cism and postmodern subjectivity agree that values have no transcen-
dent source.
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What Is a “Person?”

Controversies regarding abortion and euthanasia illustrate the pro-
found consequences of our worldview faith, especially for worldviews
which deny that values have any ultimate source. Even more funda-
mental 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, re-
spect, 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 con-
sciousness and agency have emerged which allow us in some measure to
transcend simple biological, physical, and social determinism. These quali-
ties might include the ability to be self-aware, to remember and to antici-
pate, 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 characteris-
tics. And we may even find it positively reinforcing (or not) to be persons.
But then what? In this materialist worldview there are no inherent guide-
lines or limits regarding what we do to persons.

Do such persons have a right to life? Only to the extent it pleases us
(whoever 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 reflec-
tive? 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 deter-
mine their potential for normal growth and development, thus diminish-
ing moral qualms about eliminating “wrongful births.” 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 ac-
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quaintance 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?

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, re-
flective, 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 pur-
pose. 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 per-
sons 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 resur-
rection 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 prefer-
ence 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 cur-
rently 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 questions 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 applica-
tion, but only the beginning.
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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 fun-
damental values of love and justice have an ultimate source in the na-
ture 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 with intrinsic meaning and value, regardless of our personal
characteristics or achievements. Persons are both physical and spiri-
tual. Persons 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 af-
front 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 distor-
tion 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 accom-
plishments. 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 rea-
sons. Normative morality that is just descriptive and cultural (“This is
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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 hap-
pen 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 obli-
gation. This is the argument used by Frederic Reamer in his excellent
book on social work ethics, Ethical Dilemmas in Social Services (1990),
based on Gewirth (Reason and Morality, 1978). If, for example, I under-
stand that freedom is logically required for human personal action, then
this theory says I am logically obligated 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.

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 be-
lieve, when push comes to shove, that all values are either meaningless
or totally subjective? Elton Trueblood calls this the “Method of Com-
parative 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)

Dostoevsky 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
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‘it is good’ has been debunked, what says ‘I 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 something 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 gar-
den too? It is no use trying 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.

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 vol-
leyball 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 particu-
lar 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 conscientiously 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
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be adapted a 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 professional social work values, knowledge, and skills.

A Christian perspective is not always totally unique or different in ev-
ery respect from what another perspective might offer, but it always in-
forms and critiques these perspectives. An example from social work is the
NASW Code of Ethics. Even some Christian social workers may be labor-
ing under the impression that it is from the Devil, or something of the sort.
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 can-
not 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).

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, subjectivism, material determinism,
and survival of the fittest.

At the same time that a Christian worldview upholds this core so-
cial work value, it also informs and critiques it. For example, a Chris-
tian perspective might say that individual freedom is not the only or
necessarily always the highest value 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 privi-
leged status in most social work ethical thinking. So, not all social work-
ers, 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 virtues of the
current Code of Ethics is its clear recognition in the preamble and
throughout that legitimate values do come into tension with one an-
other in actual practice situations, that professional judgment will al-
ways be required to prioritize them, and that conscientious and compe-
tent professionals will not always be in agreement.

Furthermore (given the hermeneutical spiral), it must be remem-
bered that other perspectives may inform and critique our Christian
perspectives. Many contemporary Christians seem to need to be re-
minded, for example, that individual peace and prosperity do not nec-
essarily rank high in the list of biblical virtues compared to sacrifice for
the common good (Sherwood, 1999).
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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. I 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, sub-
jective 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 be-
lieving that I fully comprehend these values and the specific moral ob-
ligations 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 bal-
ance. 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 par-
ticular 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 mir-
ror dimly, but there is something to see. There is a garden beyond the
window.

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, I reasoned like a child; when I became an
adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we see in a mir-
ror, 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)



The Relationship Between Beliefs and Values in Social Work 29

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, inter-
preting 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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