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EDITORIAL

SPECIAL ISSUE:  READINGS ON THE

INTEGRATION OF CHRISTIAN FAITH AND

SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

THIS IS A SPECIAL ISSUE OF SOCIAL WORK AND CHRISTIANITY,
 a preview sampler of the North American Association of Chris-
tians in Social Work’s latest publishing project, Christianity and
Social Work:  Readings on the Integration of Christian Faith and So-
cial Work Practice, edited by Beryl Hugen.

The book is intended both as a resource for Christians in so-
cial work generally and as a text for social work educators, par-
ticularly those in Christian colleges and universities.  It offers
Christian perspectives on the social work profession as a whole
and articles on specific topics relating to social work practice.
The book contains sixteen articles, organized around three ma-
jor thematic sections and a concluding reminder, in narrative
form, of the need for both competence and humility.

The first thematic section is “The Changing Context for Prac-
tice.”  It includes:

• “Church Social Work,” Diana R. Garland
• “Diversity:  An Examination of the Church and Social

Work,” Lon Johnston
• “Social Work in Action:  Integrating People with Men-

tal Retardation into Local Churches and Communities
of Faith,” Rick Chamiec-Case

• “Community Practice:  Lessons for Social Work from a
Racially-Mixed Central City Church,” Janice M. Staral

• “Social Work’s Legacy:  The Methodist Settlement Move-
ment,” Sarah S. Kreutziger

The second thematic section is “Worldviews and Plumblines.”
It includes:

• “The Relationship between Beliefs and Values in Social
Work Practice:  World views Make a Difference,” David
A. Sherwood

• “Calling:  A Spirituality Model for Social Work Practice,“
Beryl Hugen

• “Battle between Sin and Love in Social Work History,”
Katherine Amato-von Hemert

• “The Poor Will Never Cease Out of the Land? Or There
Will be No Poor Among You?  A Christian Perspective
on Poverty,” Beryl Hugen

• “When Social Work and Christianity Conflict,”
Lawrence E. Ressler

The third thematic section is “Spiritual Aspects in the Help-
ing Process.”  It includes:

• “Spiritually Sensitive Assessment Tools for Social Work
Practice,” Timothy A. Boyd

• “Doing the Right Thing:  A Christian Perspective on Ethi-
cal Decision-Making for Christians in Social Work Prac-
tice,” David A. Sherwood

• “Incorporating Religious Issues in the Assessment Pro-
cess with Individuals and Families,” Mary P. Van Hook

• “Hospice:  An Opportunity for Truly Wholistic Social
Work,” John E. Babler

• “The Field of Child Welfare:  Suffer the Little Children,”
Gary Anderson

The book’s final chapter illustrates the themes of humility and
competence:

• “Adoption and Me:  A Narrative Approach,” Mary
Vanden Bosch Zwaanstra

This issue of Social Work and Christianity provides a sample of
chapters from the book.  It begins with the “Introduction” by
editor Beryl Hugen, followed by a sample chapter from each of
the thematic sections and the concluding chapter.

• From “The Changing Context of Practice” is “Church
Social Work” by Diana R. Garland

• From “Worldviews and Plumblines” is “The Relation-
ship between Beliefs and Values in Social Work Prac-
tice” by David A. Sherwood

• From “Spiritual Aspects in the Helping Process” is “In-
corporating Religious Issues in the Assessment Process”
by Mary P. Van Hook

• The concluding chapter is “Adoption and Me:  A Nar-
rative Approach” by Mary Vanden Bosch Zwaanstra

Although we attempted to be representative, the choice of
the particular four out of sixteen chapters to be included in this
issue was inevitably to a large degree arbitrary.  We hope they
give you at least a flavor of the book and encourage you to order
a copy of the whole thing when it comes out early in 1998.  If you
teach social work we suggest that you request an examination
copy.  If this were Car Talk with Click and Clack, the Tappet
brothers, we would now be directing you to the "Shameless Com-

EDITORIAL 86
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merce Division."  As it is, please direct your enquiries to the
NACSW office:  NACSW Box 121, Botsford, CT 06404-0121.  The
email address is NACSW@aol.com and the phone number is 203-
270-8780. ❖

David A. Sherwood

INTRODUCTION

Social Work and Christianity, Vol. 24, No. 2 (Fall 1997), 88-93
Journal of the North American Association of Christians in Social Work

Beryl Hugen

ONE OF THE DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL WORK IN THE SECOND
 half of the 20th century has been a marked decline in the recog-
nition of the Christian religion in the teaching and practice of
professional social work.  The secularization of the social work
profession, the notion of religion in both an ideological and in-
stitutional sense having little or no part in forming or informing
the world of social work, has been very extensive.  In fact, the
profession has at times been outright hostile toward persons and
institutions that profess a Christian orientation to practice.  Even
presently, when spirituality is being recognized by the profes-
sion as a legitimate area of inquiry, Christianity, as one spiritual
voice, is recognized only hesitantly.

This is unfortunate for a number of reasons.  First, social work
once used the language of Christianity as a basis for its exist-
ence.  Historically, such language was widely and eloquently
used by both social work educators and practitioners.  Second,
spirituality, and to a large degree Christian spirituality, is very
much part of our culture and continues to play a significant role
in providing moral rationale and reasoning to our political, so-
cial, and charitable institutions.  As a result, many individuals
who seek to be social workers want to know what role Christian
faith plays in a helping profession—specifically, the professional
existence and activities of social work.  The purpose of this book
is to help respond to this question.

For many in the social work profession, this question of the
relationship of Christian faith and social work is inconsequen-
tial, irrelevant, and for some, even an inappropriate topic for
professional investigation.  For others, it is simply outrageous.
George Marsden recently published a book entitled, The Outra-
geous Idea of Christian Scholarship.  Why is Christian scholarship
an outrageous idea?  Many academics (including social work-
ers) regard Christian belief as an affront to reason.  They argue
that people may hold religious beliefs in the privacy of their own
homes, but to propose that such antiquated notions should in-
form one’s scholarship and practice is truly outrageous.

Ironically, throughout history and particularly in the history
of charity, the opposite has been true.  It would be hard for any-
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one to deny that the Christian church is one of the true origina-
tors of charity.  Out of ancient Israel’s concern for justice and
mercy toward the sick, the poor, the orphaned, the widowed—
from Micah and Hosea, Jeremiah and Isaia—grew the compas-
sion of Jesus and the devotion of Paul.  The justice and love of
God set forth and exemplified in the Judeo-Christian tradition
has given drive and direction to much of western culture’s chari-
ties.  Historically the whole shape and operation of organized
welfare is inexplicable apart from this religious conviction and
commitment.  Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant thought have all
along continuously shaped the ideological basis of social work
practice.  One writer has suggested that these religious tradi-
tions, along with the secular philosophy of humanism, are the
four foundational roots out of which has emerged the value base
of the profession (Kohs, l966).   So it is today that many social
workers find the assumptions, beliefs, and values of the Chris-
tian faith helpful in providing a frame of reference for under-
standing and responding to both individual and societal prob-
lems.

 There are many social workers who are Christians who do
not hold to the idea that there is such a thing as Christian social
work—only Christians in social work (I am one of them).  They
do believe, however, that one’s Christian perspective comes into
play in social work practice when one is deciding what to do,
when to do it, how to do it, and why one should do it.  They clearly
identify with those who seek to follow Christ in a servant role
for the alleviation of pain and suffering and the establishment of
justice and peace in the world.  It is for this significant group of
social workers (perhaps you are one of them), whose motiva-
tions to enter the profession and whose desire is to develop ap-
proaches to helping that reflect and are informed by their Chris-
tian faith, that this book is written.

The Changing Context for Practice

Social work as a profession has undergone a variety of changes
in the twentieth century.  Many of these reflect both significant
material and technological changes in our society, along with a
shift in our ideas about the relationship between people and their
social environment, particularly government.  The early twenti-
eth century was fertile ground for the development and expan-
sion of broad governmental responsibility for social welfare.  The

idea of the welfare state and of the centrality of government and
public service seemed both inevitable and probably necessary.

But the latter part of the twentieth century has been much
less hospitable to the concept of the welfare state.  The country
has lost the political enthusiasm and conviction that problems
can be fixed through public processes and public action.  Ideas
of limited government, volunteerism, and privatization are now
in vogue, and seem not to be some passing fancy.  Private, sec-
tarian, and faith-based organizations are now being asked and
expected to fill in the gaps left by this shrinking public response.
Churches, sectarian agencies, and Christian voluntary organiza-
tions are being increasing called upon to participate more fully
in providing community-based social welfare services.  Social
workers, therefore, who are able to understand and relate to both
the professional(public) and faith-based communities are now
in an important and advantageous position to contribute by de-
veloping policies and programs, and delivering services to help
meet the social welfare needs in their communities.  Several chap-
ters of the book are focused on this changing environment of
social work practice.

Worldviews and Plumblines

 It is increasingly being recognized that social work, while its
preoccupation in the last half century has been with “science”
and with developing objective and empirically validated prac-
tice techniques, is also a normative discipline (Siporin, 1982, 1983).
Normative means that social work also is concerned with how
persons ought to behave “on principle,” and that the goals of
the profession are guided by particular values.   A normative
principle is an objective rule which when properly applied
distinquishes between right and wrong.  Such rules may be ap-
plied to the behavior of individuals, whether client or profes-
sional, or to social processes and their associated outcomes.  So
when the social work profession advocates for a redistribution
of resources that are deemed valuable to society, a philosophical
basis or normative principle for such a redistribution is needed.
For example, to promote a national health plan because it is be-
lieved that adequate health care is a right, requires a standard or
principle informing others as to what is the basis for such a right.
So also human behavior, both individual and collective, is so-
cially defined as good or bad, normal or deviant.  Whether one
chooses as a social worker to enforce these norms or advocate
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for their change, the essential “morality” of these norms or stan-
dards requires justification.  Social work has always been guided
by such normative principles, although they have rarely been
clearly and completely explicated.

For the Christian, the standard or “plumbline” (Amos 7:8)
used to make judgements has always been the principles set forth
in the Bible.  Hence it is important and necessary for Christian
social workers to relate or test the values of the profession with
the principles of a Christian worldview.  To be explicit about such
moral principles provides an opportunity to reconnect with the
profession’s religious bearings and roots.  To do so may also help
recover dimensions of social work teaching and practice that have
been alienated from their theological roots. Articulating these
Christian principles or “plumblines”—helping the reader de-
velop a Christian worldview related to social work—is another
one of the focuses of this book.

Spiritual Aspects in the Helping Process

Today there is also a small but growing movement within the
social work profession that affirms that spirituality and religious
beliefs are integral to the nature of the person and have a vital
influence on human behavior.  These spiritual and religious di-
mensions are being increasingly recognized as important fea-
tures of social work practice, at all phases of the social work help-
ing process and in all areas of practice.  This perspective em-
braces a holistic conception of the person, with this view more
recently being elaborated as the bio-psycho-social-spiritual per-
spective.  This perspective reintroduces spiritual issues as a le-
gitimate practice focus and provides for a more complete under-
standing of client strengths, weaknesses, and problems.  As a
result, there is now a need for the development of theoretical
frameworks, including assessment tools, intervention models,
and evaluation methods that flow from this perspective.

Social work research has also shown that although many so-
cial workers see religious and spiritual issues as important pa-
rameters in practice and important in their own lives as well as
in the lives of their clients, many are hesitant to initiate discus-
sion of spiritual issues with clients (Derezotes & Evans, 1995;
Joseph, 1988).  Much of this hesitation is due to the lack of knowl-
edge and skill in this area.  Greater sensitivity to the concerns of
the religious client has also been shown to be related to the so-
cial worker’s own spiritual awareness—the ability to integrate

the personal, spiritual and religious self with the professional
self.  Again, there has been a reluctance to incorporate such
knowledge into social work education, considering such discus-
sions as an intrusion into a private sphere.

With this wider movement within the profession to embrace
a bio-psycho-social-spiritual focus in practice and the promo-
tion of a professional learning environment that is more sup-
portive of personal religious and spiritual experiences, Chris-
tian social workers now have the opportunity to truly minister
to the whole person.  Several chapters in the book also address
these spiritual aspects of the helping process.

Humility and Competence

These tasks—adapting to the changing landscape in social
welfare, articulating the principles of a Christian worldview re-
lated to social work, and developing spiritual frameworks re-
lated to the differing aspects of the helping process and a profes-
sional use of self related to spirituality—also provide challenges.
One is to apply a Christian message to the realities of the con-
temporary practice context, and not assume that a Christian un-
derstanding and response to social problems from an earlier time
period is applicable for today.  This also means that Christians in
social work do not have all the answers.  The Bible may provide
principial guidance, but does not always provide clear and spe-
cific direction for the sometimes confusing moral and ethical situ-
ations social workers encounter in practice.  As Christian social
workers, we know that we live and practice in a broken world,
and that our only real comfort is that we are not our own, but we
belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to our faithful Savior
Jesus Christ.

It is also easy to assert the evident Christian goodness of help-
ing people.  And it can be easier still to assume that a Christian
perspective on the profession of social work furthers that good.
But goodness of motivation may be and frequently is unrelated
to outcome.  There is always the possibility that our Christian
perspectives are no more than self-serving rationales (promot-
ing judgmentalism, discrimination and selective helping motiffs)
rather than the product of a thoughtful analysis.  This book, there-
fore, attempts to offer a Christian perspective for social work
that is within the parameters of contemporary models of social
work research and scholarship—clearly the social work profes-
sion can also inform the Christian community. The book’s final
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chapter, written in a narrative form, illustrates these themes of
humility and competence. ❖
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CHURCH SOCIAL WORK

Diana R. Garland

Early in my professional career, I went from being a clinical
social worker in a small community mental health center to be-
ing a clinical social worker in a small church-related counseling
center.  I continued to work with clients seeking help with mari-
tal conflict, grief, troubled and troubling children, chemical ad-
dictions, depression, and an assortment of other life challenges.
I did not see much difference in the clients and their problems
which presented themselves to me in my new practice setting,
nor, I must admit, even in the cozy, informal atmosphere of the
centers.

The only difference I noticed was the source of referrals.  In
the community mental health center, clients came from inpatient
psychiatric referrals and local physicians, or they came on the
advice of friends and pastors.  In the pastoral counseling center,
pastors were far more often the referral sources.  The work did
not seem to change very much, however.  In both settings, cli-
ents’ problems and strengths  were tangled together with the
family and community in which they lived, and in the philo-
sophical and spiritual frameworks through which they inter-
preted their world, themselves, and the meaning of life and suf-
fering.  Unfortunately, because I saw no difference in the con-
texts of my work, I missed opportunities for more effective work
with my clients and in the churches and community that sup-
ported my work.  I simply did in the church-related agency what
I had done in the community mental health center.

Over time, however, I began to wonder if anything about my
work should be different.  How should I be defining my respon-
sibilities as a social worker in a church-related setting?  In both
settings, I dealt with spiritual issues when they came up in rela-
tionship to the problems and struggles clients presented.  Was it
simply that spiritual concerns were more often a part of the fo-
cus in the church agency, because clients sought us out as a place
where these concerns would be considered appropriate and im-
portant?  Was it that the staff could initiate discussions of spiri-
tual matters when we felt that spirituality was relevant to the
client’s presenting problem?  Or should there be something dif-
ferent about the very nature and purpose of our work?  Should I
be defining my work in relationship with the congregations that

Social Work and Christianity, Vol. 24, No. 2 (Fall 1997), 94-114
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sent us referrals, or should I let the referrals be the boundaries of
my professional responsibility?

Those questions started  my  search for defining what church
social work is and can be, whether it happens in a pastoral coun-
seling agency, a congregation, or denominational headquarters.
If I could go back to my practice in that pastoral counseling cen-
ter now, I would define my role and responsibilities very differ-
ently, and I would do that defining in conversation with the
churches that related to our agency.  As you read this chapter,
think about how you would define social work practice in such
a setting.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

More than any other helping profession, social work recog-
nizes that the context for work has a dramatic impact on that
work, both in positive and negative ways.  The context can be
both a barrier and a resource for change.  When the context is
ignored, barriers remain hidden and resources go unused.  Even
the value of social work to the host institution itself may be lost
in the process.

Congregations can be a tremendous resource in working with
social work clients.  The congregation can be a community of
support that can make all the difference to a family coping with
stressful experiences such as chronic illness, for example.  The
congregation can provide (1) friendship, concern, and the
mentoring of others who have been through such experiences,
(2) respite care for the ill family member that supports the
caregiver and spreads the  burden of care to a wider group, (3)
hot meals brought to the home and help with household chores,
and (4) a framework for interpreting the meaning and signifi-
cance of  the stress the family is experiencing.  The church social
worker sensitive to these resources can nurture and strengthen
them.

Congregations also provide access to social services for per-
sons who would otherwise be difficult for social service agen-
cies to reach.  For example, families will involve themselves in
educational programs such as parenting classes or marriage semi-
nars offered by their church who might never seek out such a
program offered by a community mental health agency.

At the same time, the church context for social work practice
can also present significant barriers to practice and complicate a

client’s difficulties.  For example, a family going through a di-
vorce may sense gossip and even rejection instead of compas-
sion and support by a congregation.  A single adult may feel odd
and out of place in a congregation which emphasizes the nuclear
family as the ideal lifestyle ordained by God.  A teenager strug-
gling with questions of sexual orientation or a couple in the throes
of family violence  may consider the church—and a social worker
related to the church—the last place where help can be found.

  Certainly, the setting of church social work often dictates that
the social worker will deal with spiritual and religious issues
more often and in more depth than in other practice settings.
But there is much more to it than that.

What Is Church Social Work?

Roselee is Director of Christian Social Ministries, a full
time staff position at First Baptist Church.  Her respon-
sibilities include developing and administering a diver-
sity of programs sponsored by this large congregation,
including a counseling center staffed with full-time and
part-time mental health professionals, an emergency
assistance program, a therapeutic day care program for
children who have emotional difficulties as a result of
traumatic life experiences, a feeding program for home-
less persons, a prison ministry, an after-school recre-
ational program for community teenagers, and a myriad
of support groups for persons experiencing a variety of
life crises and challenges.  Her work includes supervis-
ing the professional staff and providing consultation and
support for a very large group of volunteers who work
in these programs.

David is a social worker in a counseling center sup-
ported by the local denominational association of con-
gregations.  He provides individual and family counsel-
ing for members of the supporting congregations as well
as for others in the community.  He also leads marriage
enrichment, parent education, and other educational
programs for congregations too small to have staff able
to provide this kind of leadership, and he is organizing
a family resource center for the churches to use.  It will
have videotapes, books, and audiotapes on a variety of
topics related to family life.
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Martha directs a church-sponsored community cen-
ter in an inner-city slum.  The center offers recreational
and after-school tutoring and child-care programs for
community children and youths, job placement and
training programs for older youths and adults, a resource
center and micro-loan program for small business de-
velopment by residents of the community, crisis coun-
seling and emergency assistance, a variety of support
groups, and a food co-op.  Martha trains and supervises
a whole army of volunteers from suburban churches who
provide staff for the various programs.  Often, the Cen-
ter is involved in organizing the community and its sup-
porting congregations to advocate for the needs of chil-
dren and their families living in poverty in the commu-
nity.

Ricardo directs the Christian Social Ministries Depart-
ment in the national headquarters of the denomination.
He supervises the work of staff all over the United States.
His board of directors determines which mission sites
to found and support, including community centers in
inner cities, rural areas, and with various ethnic minor-
ity groups.  By writing articles in denominational  maga-
zines and the curricula of the denomination’s educational
programs, Ricardo helps churches of his denomination
examine the social issues of the day and advocate for
justice. He also is a frequent speaker at regional church
conferences and meetings.

Church social work is social work which takes place under
the auspices of a church organization, whether that organiza-
tion is a congregation, denominational agency, or ecumenical or
parachurch organization.  To understand church social work,
then, requires understanding the church.

The Church is a Human Organization
Churches are human organizations, sharing many of the char-

acteristics of other human organizations.  They have structures
which divide responsibility and privilege between persons
(clergy and lay persons, congregations and denominations, dea-
cons and membership).  They have tasks to be performed—wor-
ship, missions and ministry, care of the membership, outreach/
evangelism, and administration of the church’s physical and

human resources.  They have processes, rules and norms for per-
forming these tasks; some of these are overt and formal, but many
are also informal and unspoken.  Finally, churches and church
organizations have bodies of beliefs codified in creeds and doctrines
which define their culture.  These characteristics need to be un-
derstood in all their particularity in each setting for effective so-
cial work practice.

For example, as Martha works with the congregations which
partner with her community center, she seeks involvement of
the persons who provide leadership to their congregations and
can move those congregations toward greater action.  That means
understanding how roles and power are defined and distributed
in each congregation.  In some churches, power rests with the
pastor, but in others, power may be vested in a women’s organi-
zation, or the board of deacons.  As she works with these vari-
ous leaders, she describes her work using the language of the
church.  For example, she describes the community center’s work
as missions and evangelism, a way that their members can grow
and strengthen their faith by serving others.

Depending on the processes of each congregation, Martha may
work informally with individual leaders over coffee  or provide
formal presentations of the work of the center at  church com-
mittee meetings.  She provides ongoing consultation with vol-
unteers, helping them relate their volunteer work to their own
faith journeys.  As she talks with leaders and members of con-
gregations, she is sensitive to and uses language which is con-
gruent with their doctrine and their use of scripture.

The Church is the Body of Christ
Of course, the church is also something other than a human

organization.  It is also a creation of God, the Church to which all
followers of Jesus Christ in the past, present, and future belong.
This Church is the body of Christ, and its parts each have indis-
pensable functions (Romans 12:3-8; 1 Corinthians 12).  In another
image, Christians together are members of the “household of
God” who, with Christ as the cornerstone, serve as  a holy temple,
a dwelling place for God (Ephesians 2:19-22).  The Church is in
process of being and becoming this creation, this dwelling place
for God.  The tension between current reality and theological
ideal motivates and guides the continuous modifications and
development of church organizations—and thus the context for
church social work practice.
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Church Social Workers as Leaders of Christian
Social Ministries

Church social workers often provide leadership in the social
ministries of congregations and denominations.  Social minis-
tries are activities carried out by Christians (both professional
church leaders and members of congregations) to help persons
in need and to work for greater social justice in communities
and the larger society.  These ministries are considered central
responsibilities of the church and of individual Christians, grow-
ing out of Jesus’ teaching (1) that neighbors are to be loved as we
love ourselves and that all persons are our neighbors, (2) that
responding to the needs of persons is a way to respond faith-
fully to God’s love, and (3) that God is less concerned with reli-
gious ritual than with social justice.

The Settings of Church Social Work
Church social workers practice in various settings.  These in-

clude congregations and parishes, denominational organizations,
ecumenical organizations, and parachurch organizations.  Each
of these have somewhat different characteristics that give defi-
nition to social work practice in that setting.  Congregations are
groups of persons who voluntarily band together for religious
purposes, and who share an identity with one another.  They
often have a central meeting place and may be referred to as the
group which meets in that place (First Baptist Church, The
Church of the Redeemer) despite the frequent disclaimer that a
church is not a building, it is the people.

A parish is the geographic community served by the congre-
gation.  The term parish is often also used to refer to local gov-
ernmental jurisdictions (like a “county”), reflecting a time when
one church body was overwhelmingly the dominant religious
institution and when geographic location and congregational
membership were synonymous.

A denomination is an organization which governs many con-
gregations who share certain beliefs and practices.  Denomina-
tions vary dramatically in their government structures.  In some
denominations, congregations are subsystems of the larger de-
nomination and are not seen as independent, autonomous enti-
ties apart from the denomination (e.g., Roman Catholic).  In other
denominations, congregations are independent entities which
voluntarily participate in the denomination because the denomi-
nation can help them achieve goals which they could not on their
own (e.g. Baptist).  Because their participation is voluntary, con-
gregations in these denominations  can also choose to disaffili-

ate themselves if they become dissatisfied or alienated by the
work or policies of the denomination.  Through the denomina-
tion, congregations support  mission ventures, social service and
social action projects, educational institutions (universities and
seminaries), publication houses, and financial and other support
services for clergy and congregations.

Denominations are often organized into local, state, and na-
tional levels of government and service programs.  Church so-
cial workers are employed by denominational agencies such as
residential child care and treatment programs, shelters for home-
less persons and families, pregnant teens, and abused family
members; community-based family service agencies; housing,
nutrition, and socialization programs for aging families; adop-
tion and foster care programs; hospitals; refugee relief programs;
and disaster and world hunger relief agencies.  Social workers
are also commissioned as missionaries with specific cultural
groups in this country and in international contexts.

Ecumenical organizations are organizations of denominations,
individual congregations, and even individual church members.
The organizations attempt to transcend theological,
ecclesiological, and historical differences between churches and
denominations in order to work toward common purposes.  For
example, community ministry agencies are local community-
based organizations of churches from various denominations
who share the same community.  The congregations cooperate
with one another in the ecumenical community ministry in or-
der to provide social services to their communities which few
congregations could provide with only their own resources—
child day care, adult day care, emergency assistance, feeding
programs for senior adults or homeless persons, counseling ser-
vices, etc.  The National Council of Churches and the World Coun-
cil of Churches represent the national and global levels of ecu-
menical organization.  These organizations often strive to be in-
clusive of denominations and religious organizations with a
broad spectrum of theological and political viewpoints, some-
times extending to non-Christian faith groups and organizations.

Finally, there are parachurch organizations.  Parachurch orga-
nizations resemble ecumenical organizations in their inclusion
of persons and congregations from differing denominations.
However, parachurch organizations sometimes are limited to
congregations and denominations that consider themselves more
conservative theologically and politically than those who are
comfortable participating in the diversity present in many ecu-
menical organizations.  Parachurch organizations also are often
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special interest networks with a specific purpose rather than the
comprehensive organizations which ecumenical organizations
represent.  Examples of parachurch organizations are World Vi-
sion, Bread for the World, Youth for Christ, Prison Fellowship,
Focus on the Family, and the Christian Coalition.

It should be clear by now that church social work and Christian
social work are not equivalent.  The personal faith of the social
worker does not define that worker’s practice as church social
work; church social work is defined by the context in which the
social worker practices.

What Makes the Church a Distinctive Context
for Social Work Practice?

Churches and their agencies are distinct from other practice
settings in that they represent (1) a host, rather than primary,
setting for social work; (2) a social community; (3) a source of
programs and practices which often become, through a process
of secularization, part of the dominant society; and (4) voices of
advocacy for social justice.  These primary characteristics of the
churches and their agencies, taken together, make it a context
unlike any other for social work practice.

Churches and Their Agencies are Host Settings
for Social Services

Churches are not primarily social service agencies.  Instead,
they are host settings, settings in which social work is a “guest,”
invited in for a reason.  Host settings are those which have pur-
poses other than or beyond the primary purposes of the social
work profession, but these  purposes which can be enhanced by
what social work can offer.  For example, hospitals and schools
are also “host settings” for social work.  They are not primarily
social service agencies, but their purposes—treating illness and
educating students— are furthered by providing social services
to their patients/students.  Hospitals use social workers to help
plan for care after a patient leaves the hospital, or to help fami-
lies deal with the crises of difficult diagnoses and with making
care plans.  Schools use social workers to address family and
community factors that keep children from succeeding in school.

If social workers in a host setting forget that they are there to
help the organization achieve its goals, and instead try to trans-
form the setting into a primary setting, one which is primarily

committed to providing social services and advocating for so-
cial justice, the welcome of the host setting may be withdrawn.
Hospital social workers can address the needs of patients and
their families, and may even be able to advocate for their needs
with community structures and even the hospital itself.  But they
probably cannot expect the hospital to support their spending
time working with street gangs in order to decrease the violence
in the community.  Even though such work may be related to the
health of patients and their families, the hospital will probably
see it as peripheral, not an activity to invest in if it means less
energy is directed toward the direct care needs of patients and
their families.

Social ministry and social action are central to the mission of
the church.  Church social workers must keep in mind, however,
that social ministry and social action are important for the church
because they point to the kingdom of God, because they are the
fulfillment of Jesus’ teachings, and because engaging in them
grows the faith of Christians.  Social service and social action are
not ends in themselves; they must always be securely anchored
in and reflective of the church’s mission.

Churches are Social Communities
A community is the set of personal contacts through which

persons and families receive and give  emotional and interper-
sonal support and nurture, material aid and services, informa-
tion, and make new social contacts.  The people in a community
know us.  They are people we can borrow from or who will take
care of a child in an emergency.  They are the ones from whom
we can obtain news and gossip so that we know the significant
and not so significant information that gives shape to our lives.
Community includes the physical environment that communi-
cates a sense of belonging because it is familiar.  The smells of
the river or the factory or the pine trees down the street are much
like the smell of Grandma’s house, part of the canvas of daily
experience so familiar that it is hardly noticed until we are in
different surroundings and miss them. We sit in the same pew
on Sunday and look at the same stained glass windows from the
same angle, and can predict who else will sit where.  We hardly
think about or recognize community until it is changed, or we
absent ourselves.  Upon return from a long absence, the sights,
smells and greetings from familiar people may flood us with
emotion.  All these point to the familiar niche that community is.
It consists of people, organizations, and physical environment
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that keep us from depending solely on persons within our fam-
ily to meet all our personal, social, physical, and spiritual needs,
and who communicate, “this is your place; you belong here.”

The African proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” be-
came a political slogan  pointing  to the importance of commu-
nity for children, but it does not quite go far enough.  All per-
sons, both children and adults, need community.  Because chil-
dren are so dependent on others for their survival,  their vulner-
ability in the absence of community is more apparent.  Adults,
too, however, need to live in and experience community, although
some seem to need community more than others.  Even self-suf-
ficient adults living alone seek the company of others, if only for
recreation and social support.  Even seemingly independent
adults need community when they become ill, injured, or feel
threatened.

In our world of automobiles and our society of expressways
and work and school separated from home and neighborhood,
community is frequently no longer defined geographically.  In
many ways, marking the path of a person’s automobile over the
course of a week—from work to home to school to recreation to
church to extended family and so on—will map that person’s
community.  To the extent that the congregation is a significant
emotional and interpersonal node in that tracing, the church is
community.  It may be the only institution in which all members
of a family or friendship group participate together.  For many,
it is a place where they regularly worship, study, eat, engage in
recreation, conduct business, socialize with others, and care and
are cared for (Garland, forthcoming).

Both in congregations and in church agencies, church social
workers have the task of building and strengthening communi-
ties.  The most effective outreach ministries of the church (i.e.,
“evangelism”) are those which extend the hospitality and care
of the church community to those who do not have such a com-
munity.  For example, one downtown congregation in a metro-
politan area has “adopted” a nearby middle school.  They pro-
vide tutoring, mentoring, enrichment classes, and stock a re-
duced-cost store in which students can purchase needed items.
In the process, the church members developed relationships with
the school’s students.  A large church-related family service
agency trains church volunteers as family mentors and then pairs
them with families in crisis.  In the Chicago area, church women
take gift baskets of baby items and small gifts for new mothers
to young single mothers in the hospital whom nurses identify as

having few or no visitors.  The basket includes coupons for two
evenings of free in-home child care by the women of the church
and monthly visits to bring toys on loan and to discuss child
development.  Some of the women have subsequently become
friends with these young mothers and “grandmas” to their ba-
bies.  A program developed by church social workers in Louis-
ville, Kentucky pairs the families of mothers with AIDS with
volunteers who will provide support and friendship.  They work
with the mother to make permanent plans for children in the
event of her death.  In short, these programs wrap the commu-
nity around families and individuals both inside and outside the
congregation.

The focus of the church social worker is not simply using the
community of faith to meet the needs of social work clients, but
through service and caregiving, to build and strengthen the com-
munity itself.  Dieter Hessel concludes that “the primary role of
professional church workers is to equip a faithful community to
intervene compassionately in the social system and to enhance
caring interpersonal relations in ways that are consistent with
Christian maturity” (Hessel, 1982,p. 125).

Church social workers are often expected to be active mem-
bers and leaders of the denominations and congregations they
serve.  In some settings, the social worker may be ordained or in
other ways recognized by the church as a leader.  Because com-
munities encompass both formal and informal ties between
people in a web of relationships, it is difficult to separate for-
mal—professional—relationships from informal relationships.
Professional relationships with clients sometimes originate in
church activities such as church committees, groups, and church
programs led by the social worker.  Boundaries of client/profes-
sional relationships and between professional and private life
therefore are much less well defined then in some other profes-
sional contexts.  At times, they are virtually absent.  Consequently,
clients and church members have greater access to the social
worker than in other social service settings.  The social worker
also has greater potential knowledge of clients’ and members’
social networks and other resources and barriers for interven-
tion.   Often, however, the social worker has to cope with per-
sonal or organizational confusion of roles and the results of be-
ing almost constantly, if informally, “on duty” (Ferguson, 1992;
Wikler, 1986; Wikler, 1990; Wigginton, 1997).

SOCIAL WORK AND CHISTIANITY
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Churches Spin Off Programs and Services
to Their Societal Context.

Sometimes churches start ministries which take on a life of
their own, outgrowing the congregational setting where they
began.  For example, All Saints Church in Los Angeles began an
AIDS ministry before any programs for AIDS patients and their
families existed.  Over time, they were able to obtain funding
from government and private sources outside the congregation.
Volunteers began working with the AIDS ministry from outside
the congregation.  The program grew and became incorporated
separately, and then became independent of the church.

Ed Bacon, Rector of All Saints, has pointed out that when the
church gives birth to a ministry, then successfully calls on soci-
ety to support that ministry, and finally the ministry is secular-
ized and integrated into society, then the church has facilitated
social transformation (Bacon, 1996).  Many of the child welfare
agencies in this nation began through volunteer organizations
of church women.  Over time they hired professional staff and
became increasingly independent of the birthing church (Gar-
land, 1994).

One of the difficult tasks for church social workers is leading
the church in deciding when to hold on to ministries and when
to let go of them.  The church social worker can help this become
a decision-making process which is inclusive of both profession-
als and church members and leaders who have invested them-
selves in the ministry.  The decision needs to be made with clar-
ity about the mission of the church and its purposes in begin-
ning the ministry, and how that mission and sense of purpose
have evolved through service.

In many respects, the profession of social work is itself a “spin
off” of the church.  It was a social transformation begun in the
church.  Long before the social work profession’s birth, the church
concerned itself with human needs and served poor, oppressed,
and marginalized persons.   The direct forerunners of social work
were the voluntary societies which church groups and individu-
als formed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.   These
societies and agencies addressed the problems of hunger, slum
life, unemployment, worker’s rights, mental illness, prison re-
form, and the care of widows and orphans. Many early social
workers were ministers and other church leaders.  For example,
in the early years of the 20th century,  Jane Addams rejected a
foreign missionary career to become a pioneer social worker in
the settlement house movement in Chicago (Garland, 1995;

Hinson, 1988).  Social work has become increasingly secularized
over the past century.  The relationship between the church and
the social work profession has sometimes been rocky.  The church
has moved from being the primary host setting for social work
practice to being one of many places where social workers prac-
tice.  Nevertheless, perhaps the church needs to celebrate the
social transformation it created by giving birth to and nurturing
the social work profession as it became a part of the mainstream
of our society.

Churches Are (or Should Be) Advocates for the
Poor and Oppressed and Committed to Social Justice

The church not only serves oppressed persons; it is sometimes
their advocate.  An advocate is one who pleads the case of an-
other, who speaks out for those who have no voice.  Advocates
seek to bring about change in unjust social systems in addition
to ministering to those who are harmed by the injustice.

For churches, advocacy most often grows out of ministry.  For
example, the Christian Service Program (CSP) in Canton, Illi-
nois, assists seniors in completing their Medicare and health in-
surance forms, offers volunteer income tax assistance, and meets
similar simple clerical needs.  The program is staffed by volun-
teers.  They deny any interest in engaging in “advocacy”; they
just want to help senior adults in their community.  Social justice
is not their chosen priority.  But when they learned that the county
ambulance service in Canton was being curtailed, they led the
charge for a new ambulance service to take its place.  When they
found some insurance companies were ignoring or hassling their
clients, they pressured the companies to improve their care of
senior citizens.  And when they realized that one of the many
forms for the Social Security Administration made no sense, they
leaned on the agency until Social Security changed its form
(Dudley, 1996).

At other times, churches have been advocates because it was
their own people who were victimized by injustice.  During the
period of slavery and in the time of racist oppression which has
followed, the Black Church not only gave birth to new social
institutions such as schools, banks, insurance companies, and
low income housing, but it also provided the arena for political
activity to address the larger society’s racism as well as the needs
of the community.  Black churches had a major role in establish-
ing the black self-help tradition during a time when there were
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no public social welfare agencies and private philanthropy was
reserved for other groups.

One of the most challenging tasks of church social workers
is leading congregations and denominations from ministry into
advocacy for social justice (Garland, 1994,1996).  As Harvie Conn
states:

...the task of the church, until that glorious day, is to
be co-workers with God in the formation of the new
creation.  This is why the church is not content merely
to change individuals: God is not so content.  One day
soon God  will create a wholly new environment in
which the righteousness of His  people will shine.  . . .
We labor in the knowledge that God alone can build it.
But, in Pannenberg’s words, our “satisfaction is not in
the perfection of that with which we begin but in the
glory of that toward which we tend. . . .” What will be
the instrument of the church in effecting this change?
Not simply charity but also justice.  Charity is episodic,
justice is ongoing.  One brings consolation, the other
correction.  One aims at symptoms, the other at causes.
The one changes individuals, the other societies  (Conn,
1987, p. 147).

Jesus made the declaration of Jubilee central to his mission
and identity.  His salvation includes not only deliverance from
sin and physical healing; it also involves a gift of economic and
social  well-being for the poor and downtrodden of the world
(Campolo, 1990).

What Else do Church Social Workers
Need to Know?

Churches, then, are (1) host settings for social services, (2)
social communities, and (3)  contributors to the justice and well-
being of the world as they spin off services and programs into
mainstream society and as they  advocate for societal change.
To work  with congregations and other church practice settings,
however, social workers need to know more than how to pro-
vide social services in a host setting, how to develop and nur-
ture community, how to help churches determine their ongoing
relationship with social services, and how to motivate and lead
in advocacy for social justice.  Churches are voluntary, mission-
driven organizations with a unique culture.  Each of these char-

acteristics suggests knowledge and skills needed by the church
social worker.

Churches are Voluntary Organizations
Particularly in American society, church membership and

participation is voluntary.  If people do not like what is happen-
ing in one congregation, they simply move to another, or stop
participating altogether.  In some denominations, even congre-
gational participation in the denomination is voluntary.  If the
congregation does not like what the denomination is doing, it
may choose to withdraw and to affiliate with another denomi-
nation, to remain independent, or simply to withhold its finan-
cial support from the denomination.  Dealing with conflict and
maintaining interpersonal relationships therefore have much
greater import in church social work than in other settings.

At the level closest to many church social workers, the work
of many church social service and social action programs are
carried out by church members—volunteers.  Supervising and
consulting with volunteers is dramatically different than super-
vising and consulting with employees.  Volunteers have to con-
tinue to see the significance of what they do in order to be moti-
vated; there is no paycheck at the end of the week which keeps
them coming even when they are tired and discouraged.  Just as
challenging, volunteers are not hired, so they cannot be fired.
Dealing with difficulties in the work of volunteers requires con-
siderable skill and sensitivity.

Nurturing the relationship with congregations and their lead-
ers is an ongoing, significant aspect of church social work.  Speak-
ing and writing are arenas of church social work that have much
greater import than in other social work specializations. The most
effective church social workers often preach or in other ways
provide worship leadership to churches and church groups, pro-
vide stimulating educational presentations, and write about what
they do and about the role of the church in social issues of the
day.  They write for church newsletters, Christian education cur-
riculum, denominational magazines, and specialized publica-
tions.

Churches and Their Agencies are Mission-Driven
Organizations

The church is a mission driven organization.  That is, it is not
motivated primarily by serving  the needs around it but by the
mission to which it feels called.  The church is not ultimately
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responsible for effectively meeting all the needs of society.  In-
stead, the church is responsible for being faithful to its mission,
a mission of telling the story of its faith and serving as a living
witness to the love of God as demonstrated in the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Church social workers must
first be clear about and then articulate the relationship between
their work and this overarching mission of the church.

Too often, social workers approach the church from the per-
spective of social work’s mission, which is addressing the needs
of persons in their environment and advocating for social jus-
tice.  When one begins with social work’s mission, the church is
seen as a resource to be mined in accomplishing the mission of
social work.  After all, the church has money, and volunteers,
and some political clout.  The volunteer service of church mem-
bers is a tremendous resource to social services in our society; it
has been estimated that churchgoers donate about 1.8 million
hours of services in the United States annually (Filteau, 1993).  It
is not surprising, then, that social workers try to finesse the
church’s involvement and support of what they are doing.  Some-
times this works, and both the social work professional and the
church are enhanced, because their missions are congruent with
one another.

On the other hand, sometimes social workers end up strip-
mining the church, taking their resources of money for emer-
gency assistance, or volunteers for their social service programs,
with little thought for the impact on the church itself.  The focus
is on getting needed help in the social service program, rather
than the reverse—helping the church achieve its mission.  The
money is spent, but the church may feel little connection with
what happened to the money, and they become discouraged that
their little bit makes so little difference in a sea of need.  Volun-
teers find the work hard and do not connect that serving the
needs of others is a fulfillment of Jesus’ teaching, regardless of
the response.  The harassed social worker may have no time to
work with the volunteers, to pray with them, to connect what
they are doing with their spiritual lives.  As a consequence, the
church’s resources are diminished rather than nurtured.  As for
the social worker, there may be a growing resentment over time
as the church loses its interest in being involved and the resources
dry up.

Church social work, therefore, must begin with the church’s
mission and how the mission of social work can be used in ser-
vice of that mission.  Working with volunteers must thus be bi-

focal—both on the provision of needed services by the volun-
teer as well as on the nurture of faith and commitment in the
volunteer (Garland, 1994).

Churches are Cultural Groups
It should be clear by now that churches are in many respects

subcultures.  They have their own language, nonverbal symbols,
norms, and patterns of relationships.  They have historical iden-
tities that shape their current understanding of themselves. These
identities reflect not only an overarching denominational heri-
tage but also the unique histories of a particular congregation.
Like families, churches develop over time, going through orga-
nizational stages that partially shape their current life together
(Moberg, 1984; Carroll, Dudley, & McKinney, 1986; Garland,
1994).

The church social worker operates within and uses the lan-
guage and cultural patterns of the church community.  The Bible,
theology, and Christian values are keys to understanding and
working effectively in this context.  For example, the concepts of
the “family of God” and Christian hospitality provide the ground
for social action in behalf of homeless and isolated persons and
social ministry programs that attempt to include them in the com-
munity.  Biblical teachings on the value and role of children pro-
vide impetus for child welfare services and child advocacy.
Understanding these distinctive characteristics of the church
context is just as important for effective social work practice as is
understanding the culture, history, and current life experiences
of an ethnic family requesting family service.

Often, the social worker will find not only commonalities but
also basic conflicts between the values and knowledge of the
social work profession and a congregation’s or denomination’s
beliefs and practices.  For example, Midgley and Sanzenbach
(1989) have spelled out some of the basic conflicts between so-
cial work practice and fundamentalist Christian doctrines.  The
church social worker must find ways to live with and sometimes
to challenge the contradictions inherent in being a social worker
and a church leader.  Such conflicts are not unique to the church
context for social work practice but can be found in every host
setting.
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What are the Qualification for
Church Social Work?

Church social work is not for every social worker who is a
Christian, just as not every Christian is called to be a church
leader.   Social workers are also needed in public and other pri-
vate, nonsectarian settings where they can live their faith through
their work.   Church social work is a highly demanding voca-
tion, and one that requires some specific personal as well as pro-
fessional qualifications:
1. First and foremost, the church social worker needs to be a

Christian who loves the church in all its humanness as well
as the ideal to which it strives.  Churches are like any other
human institution; there are problems, politics and personal
conflicts.  Grady Nutt, a Christian humorist, once said that
the church is like Noah’s ark:  if it weren’t for the storm out-
side, you couldn’t stand the stink inside.   I would add that
church social workers, like other church leaders, often work
below deck where the bilge can get pretty deep.  Church
leaders, including church social workers, must have a love
for the church that can transcend the frustrations of fallible
organizations and persons.

2. Church social workers often are the only social worker, or
one of a very few, in the organization.  Their work is often
self-defined and requires creativity and the ability to envi-
sion what is not and plan and work toward the not-yet.  Be-
cause so much of the work is often independent practice, a
master’s degree in social work which develops these abili-
ties is frequently needed.

3. Church social workers are church leaders, relating social ser-
vice and social action to the culture of the church commu-
nity, which is rooted in scriptures and the history and doc-
trine of the church.  At least some formal graduate theologi-
cal education which provides knowledge of the Bible, theol-
ogy, church history, and spiritual life can be enormously help-
ful.  In addition, understanding the organizational
distinctives of a voluntary, mission-driven organization is
essential.  Some graduate social work programs are now
providing courses and  concentrations in church social work
that include this specialized content.

4. Church social workers do a great deal of public speaking
and have opportunity to be influential if they can write for

professional and congregational audiences about their work
and its relationship to the mission and teachings of the
church.  They need to be prepared with skills of preaching,
teaching, training, and writing.

5. Church social workers need specialized expertise in the arena
of ministry in which they are employed, whether that is fam-
ily therapy in a church child welfare or counseling agency,
community organizing in an inner-city community center,
administration in a denominational office of Christian so-
cial ministries, or any of the other myriad arenas for church
social work practice.

6. Church social workers need personal warmth and a love for
persons that is felt by others and drawspeople to them.  They
often do a lot of informal work with church leaders, mem-
bers, and volunteers, and they need to be able to inspire,
encourage, and motivate others to do the hard work of Chris-
tian social ministries.

7. Church social workers need a deep personal faith and a sense
of calling to this challenging arena ofprofessional practice.
Sometimes church social workers find themselves in the heat
of church or denominational conflicts which can be disheart-
ening.  Sometimes churches are unconscionably slow in liv-
ing their mission as a people of faith and service.  Some-
times churches are more social communities than they are
the body of Christ.  Sometimes church social workers see
into the heart of social injustice on the outside and ugly poli-
tics on the inside of churches.  Church social work is not for
the faint of heart, nor is it for those seeking nine- to-five
employment.

8. Finally, church social workers need to be able to claim the
truth that God does not call Christians, even church social
workers, to be all that is required for the work before us;
God calls us to be faithful.  We are not ultimately judged on
how effective our efforts have been to meet the needs of oth-
ers or to create a just society, but on how faithful we have
been to allow God to work through us as we  do the best we
can with what we have in the place we are.

The biblical stories of God’s actions through history are al-
ways stories of limited, inadequate persons through whom God
worked.  These persons  courageously lived into God’s calling
in the place they found themselves—Shiphrah and Puah, a couple
of slave  midwives who saved the Hebrew baby boys, including
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Moses; David, a little boy with a slingshot who felled a giant;
Esther, a young Jewish wife of a ruthless king who risked her
life to save her people; a nameless boy, a volunteer offering his
meager lunch to help feed a hungry crowd of thousands.  The
great promise for church social workers is that we are not alone
in facing the great challenges of social injustice, churches in in-
ternal conflict, and our own limitations. ❖
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VALUES  IN SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE:
WORLDVIEWS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

David A. Sherwood

In some circles (including some Christian ones) it is fashion-
able to say that what we believe is not all that important.  What
we do is what really counts.  I strongly disagree.  The relation-
ship 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 deci-
sions, and action strategies are all shaped by our worldview as-
sumptions and our beliefs.

I believe that a Christian worldview will provide an interpre-
tive framework which will solidly support and inform commonly
held social work values such as the inherent value of every per-
son 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.  In contrast, many other worldviews, includ-
ing materialism, empiricism, and postmodern subjectivism lead
to other interpretations of the “facts.”

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 understanding of the universe and
persons—examined, or unexamined, implicit or explicit, simplis-
tic or sophisticated.  One way or another, we develop functional
assumptions which 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 ex-
clusively material universe takes faith).  This does not mean
worldviews are necessarily irrational, unconcerned with “facts,”
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or impervious to critique and change (though they unfortunately
might be).  It matters greatly how conscious, reflective, consid-
ered, or informed our worldviews are.  The most objectivity we
can achieve is to be critically aware of our 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 prac-
tice, how we understand and help people.  What is the nature of
persons—biochemical machines, evolutionary products, immor-
tal souls, all of the above?  What constitutes valid knowledge—
scientific empiricism only, “intuitive” discernment, spiritual guid-
ance (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?

To put it another way, we all form stories that answer life’s
biggest questions.  As I become a Christian, I connect my per-
sonal story to a much bigger story that frames my answers to
these big questions.  Middleton and Walsh (1995, p. 11) summa-
rize the questions this way:

1. Where are we?  What is the nature of the reality in which
we find ourselves?

2. Who are we?  What is the nature and task of human be-
ings?

3. What’s wrong?  How do we understand and account for
evil and brokenness?

4. What’s the remedy?  How do we find a path through our
brokenness to wholeness?

Interpreting the Facts
“Facts” have no meaning apart from an interpretive frame-

work.  “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
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particular value beyond the subjective feelings I may experience
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 bio-
logical 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 dif-
ferent 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
unique, contrasting, or one of conflicting values, but rather a solid
foundation for the basic values that social workers claim and
often take for granted (Holmes, 1984; Sherwood, 1993).  Subse-
quently, a Christian worldview will shape how those basic val-
ues are understood and how they interact with one another.  For
example, justice will be understood in the light of God’s mani-
fest concern for the poor and oppressed, so it can never be only a
procedurally “fair” protection of individual liberty and the right
to acquire, 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 help-

ful conceptual model common in social work—systems of sys-
tems, if you will.  Systems within our bodies and outside us as
well interact in dynamic relationships with each other.  For ex-
ample, it is impossible to meaningfully separate our thinking,
feeling, and behavior from each other and from the systems we
experience outside ourselves, yet we quite properly think of our-
selves as separate individuals.  The lines of influence run in all
directions.  What we believe affects what we experience, includ-
ing how we define our feelings.  For example, does an experi-
ence 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 fifty 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 experi-
ence?  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 cau-
sality.  The biblical 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 used this freedom to our hurt, 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, behavior, experience.  We are especially (com-
pared 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
nature 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 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 de-
nying the existence or significance of God as the source of that
value.  But the cut rose is already dead, regardless of the decep-
tive 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
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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 capi-
tal 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
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 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 his 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 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 machine gun on every street corner and say ‘In-

tegrate.’  If they didn’t, I would shoot them.”  (Believable enough,
as the history of Iran has shown)

Naive freshman that I was, I just couldn’t believe he was re-
ally saying that.  Surely he was putting us on.  You couldn’t just
do that to people.  At least not if you were moral!  The conversa-
tion-debate-argument went on to explore what he really did be-
lieve about the innate dignity and value of the individual hu-
man life and social responsibility.  You don’t just kill inconve-
nient people, do you?  I would say things like, “Surely you be-
lieve that society has a moral responsibility to care for the wid-
ows and orphans, the elderly, the disabled, the emotionally dis-
turbed.”  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 con-
trary.  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 pro-
ductive 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.  If I
were to accept his assumptions about the nature of the universe
(e.g. that there is no God—Ali was a thoroughly secular man; he
had left Islam behind—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 con-
cerned, the only thing of importance left to discuss would be the
most effective means to gain and keep power and the most ex-
pedient way to use it.

In this encounter I was shaken loose from my naive assump-
tion that “everybody 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.
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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 Aboli-
tion of Man (1947) he points out that both the religious and the
secular walk by faith if they try to move from descriptive obser-
vations 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 ‘So-
ciety ought to be preserved’ [a value statement]” (p. 43).  “Soci-
ety ought to be preserved” is a moral imperative which 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 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:

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 judg-
ment passed upon the instinct and therefore not deriv-
able 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 in-
stinct 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 di-
lemma.  Either the premise is already concealed an im-
perative or the conclusion remains merely in the indica-
tive.

This is called the “Is-Ought” dilemma.  Facts, even when at-
tainable, never have any practical or moral implications until
they are interpreted through the grid of some sort of value as-
sumptions.  “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.”  It 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 ques-
tion 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 chil-
dren, we would still need a value framework to help us discern
the meaning or practical implications of those facts.  And to have
moral obligation beyond our own subjective preferences or bi-
ases, 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, psycholo-
gists, and other therapists there currently appears to be a high
degree of consensus about the moral wrong of adult sexual ac-
tivity 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 chil-
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dren and adults as “freeing and liberating” (that was the early
1970’s).

However, if I look more closely at the worldview faith under-
lying 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 bib-
lical 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 which pins its faith on reason.  Sexual
abuse grows out of an inequity in power which a person ratio-
nally “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 activ-
ity 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 conse-
quences 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 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 plea-
sure?  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 assump-
tions 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 which determine our perceptions, con-
clusions, and behavior.

Right now, it happens to be a “fact” that a fairly large consen-
sus 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 negative 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 hypo-
thetical 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 professional literature where it is becoming more
acceptable and common to see the “facts” reinterpreted.  In pre-
paring 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 entitled “Counter-
points:  Intergenerational sexual experience or child sexual abuse”
(Malz, 1989).  A companion article was titled “Intergenerational
sexual contact:  A continuum model of participants and experi-
ences” (Nelson, 1989).  Words do make a difference.

Second, we shouldn’t take too much comfort from the appar-
ent 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 profes-
sionals, for example, that sexual activity between adults (usu-
ally 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 con-
stitutes health?  What is the nature of justice?  And most impor-
tant—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 conse-

quences (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 Cor. 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 in New England these days) or Karl Marx
(not so big these days) or human reason, then that has conse-
quences, to me and to others.  What are we going to trust, bot-
tom-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 resur-
rection 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 opera-
tional faith of a culture or subculture—whether it’s Americans or
teenagers or those who go to college or social workers—or South-
ern Baptists, for that matter.

When I went to college, logical positivism was king, a ver-
sion of what C. S. Lewis called “naturalism,” a kind of philo-
sophical 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 relevantly meaningful).  In psychology it was
epitomized in B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism.

I remember as a somewhat bewildered freshman at Indiana
University attending a lecture by a famous visiting philosophy
professor (a logical positivist) from Cambridge University (whose
name I have forgotten)  entitled “The Impossibility of any Future
Metaphysic” (his take-off on Kant’s title “Prologomena 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 values beyond
subjective preferences.  We now know, he said, that such lan-
guage 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 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 spaghetti,
rock and roll, or adultery, he had an ideologically correct re-
sponse.  He would, with a straight face, say “I find that posi-
tively reinforcing” or, “I find that negatively reinforcing.”  (I don’t
know what his wife thought about this kind of response)  No-
tice, 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) “positively reinforcing” (it elicits this particular behav-
ior 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 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 memo-
ries of the 1960’s and the “greening of America” when “every-
body 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,



127 128SOCIAL WORK AND CHRISTIANITY

ENMESBHEDEN

WORLDVIEWS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

love, and total sharing would rule the world.  An astounding
number of people truly believed that—for a short time.

In the ‘70’s and early ‘80’s “everybody knew” that personal
autonomy and affluence are what it is all about.  Power and look-
ing 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 de-
fined 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.

The message, it seems, is that if you care too much, you are en-
meshed, undifferentiated, or at the very least co-dependent.

And here we are at the turning of the millennium and, at least
for awhile, it looks as though values are in.  Time magazine has
had cover stories on ethics.  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
Christian to us.  The philosophical 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).  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-narra-
tive) 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
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 looking is introduced to the scene.  Re-
member both enlightenment empiricism and postmodern sub-
jectivity 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 which 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 determinism.  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 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 be-
fore they qualify?  How self-conscious and reflective?  How ca-
pable of choice and action?

It is common for people to argue today that babies aren’t per-
sons 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 eliminat-
ing defective ones, or even just unwanted or inconvenient ones.
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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 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 mate-
rial” is going to measure up to our standards of personhood?
And at any point in life if our personhood fails to develop ad-
equately or gets lost or seriously diminished through accident,
illness, mental illness, or age, what then?  Was my college ac-
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, 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 guar-
antee 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 ideo-
logical 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 or-
thodox, 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.  Con-
sequently the universe has built-in meaning, purpose, di-
rection, 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 with intrinsic meaning and value regardless
of our personal characteristics or achievements.  Persons are
both physical and spiritual.  Persons have been given the
gift of “agency”—in a meaningful sense we have been given
both freedom and responsibility.  Persons created in the im-
age of God are not just autonomous individuals but are rela-
tional—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 dis-
torted 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 com-
pletely blind morally.  Our self-centeredness makes us prone
to seek solutions to our problems based on ourselves and
our own abilities and accomplishments.  We can’t solve our
problems by ourselves, either by denial or our own accom-
plishments.

4. What’s the remedy?  Stop trying to do it our way and accept
the loving grace and provisions for healing that God has pro-
vided for us.  God calls us to a high moral standard but knows
that it is not in our reach to accomplish.  God’s creative pur-
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pose 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 before-
hand 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 uni-
verse by God, is ultimately to abandon the basis for any “oughts”
in the sense of being morally bound other than for purely sub-
jective or cultural reasons.  Normative morality that is just de-
scriptive 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 utilitar-
ian (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.  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 work ethics, Ethical dilemmas in social
services (1990), based on Gewirth (Reason 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 my-
self.  But I have never been able to buy the argument that reason
alone creates any meaningful moral obligation for altruistic be-
havior.  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 no-
where.

The “Method of Comparative Difficulties”
Although it is logically possible (and quite necessary if you

believe in a materialist 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 ‘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” for ever:  you
will find that you have explained explanation itself
away.  You cannot go on “seeing through” things for
ever.  The whole point of seeing through something is
to see something through it.  It is good that the win-
dow should be transparent, because the street or gar-
den beyond it is opaque.  How if you saw through the
garden too?  It is no use trying to “see through” first
principles.  If you see through everything, then every-
thing 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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Seeing Through a Mirror Dimly:  Real Values But Only a Lim-
ited, 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 be-
lieve 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 spe-
cific moral obligations they put me under in the face of a par-
ticular 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 under-
standings 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 Cor. 13:8-13).  In the meantime we are on a journey.  We
are pilgrims, but we are not wandering alone and without guid-
ance.  We see through a mirror 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 com-
plete 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 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 trans-
formed 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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UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE INTERPRET EVENTS IN THEIR

 lives and the world around them is essential in social work prac-
tice with individuals, families, and community groups.  The im-
plicit and explicit beliefs of the family and the wider group help
shape these interpretations.  Religious beliefs and practices in-
fluence these interpretations for many individuals, families, and
community groups.  As a result, understanding how religion
shapes people’s experiences can be important in social work prac-
tice.  Including religious issues in the assessment process can
also guide the social worker in developing appropriate interven-
tions.  The role of religion can be especially salient when people
are wrestling with crises and critical junctures in their lives (for
example, Loewenberg, 1988; Joseph, 1988; Carlson & Cervera,
1991; Austin & Lennings, 1993; Mailick, Holder & Waltaher, 1994).
These events are frequently occasions that prompt people to seek
social work help.  Such occasions can also be times in which im-
portant value choices and issues of meaning are involved.  Ig-
noring religious issues can risk overlooking potential resources
and strains in the lives of some client systems.  This chapter uses
a variety of theoretical approaches to demonstrate how incorpo-
rating religious issues in the assessment process can help social
workers better understand client systems and develop more ef-
fective interventions.

Religion in this chapter refers to “the institutionally patterned
system of beliefs, values, and rituals” (Canda, p. 573, 1988).  It
has both a belief and an organizational participation dimension.
A religious person is one who “belongs to a faith group, accepts
the beliefs, values, and doctrines of that group, and participates
in the required activities and rituals of the chosen group”
(Loewenberg, p. 33, 1988).  Since people are influenced by fam-
ily and cultural traditions, the impact of religion can emerge
through acceptance of or struggling with aspects of the religious
element in these traditions.  Religion is a multi-faceted phenom-
ena including beliefs, interpersonal relationships at the family
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and community level, rituals, and social organizations.  As a re-
sult, it is helpful to draw upon a variety of theoretical perspec-
tives in analyzing the impact of religion on the lives of people.
While this chapter discusses a variety of theoretical approaches
to understand religious issues, some aspects will emerge as more
important than others in working with a specific client system.
It would not be realistic or even necessary for social workers to
incorporate all these dimensions in their ongoing assessment of
a specific client system or situation.  The chapter suggests pos-
sible ways to elicit this information as part of the ongoing as-
sessment process, and the nature of information that might be
relevant to specific theoretical frameworks or situations.  In view
of space limitations, this chapter will emphasize individuals and
families and will discuss communities and organizations only
as they shape them.  The case illustrations used demonstrate how
incorporating religion from at least one of a variety of theoreti-
cal perspectives can be useful in the assessment process and can
guide in the development of effective interventions.

Although the emphasis in this chapter is on the assessment
of the client system, there is growing recognition that the nature
of the relationship between the social worker and the client sys-
tem is influenced by the characteristics of both the client system
and the worker.  This interaction process suggests that a reli-
gious self-assessment by the social worker can also be important
in the assessment and intervention process.  Social workers bring
to the helping relationship beliefs and practices that influence
how they perceive problem situations and possible solutions.

Religious Beliefs

Since it is impossible to do justice to the vast diversity of the
world’s religions, the following discussion will be limited to the
major monotheistic religions of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.
These groups share a core belief in a divine being with an exist-
ence separate from human beings with the possibility of a per-
sonal relationship between human beings and the divine.  As a
result, they must answer questions involving how the divine
relates to human beings and the world as a whole, and how hu-
man beings in turn should relate to the divine and each other.
Clients might not be immediately aware of the nature of these
underlying beliefs, but this awareness may emerge in the course
of exploration regarding the meaning attached to behaviors and

more readily recognized beliefs (Miller, 1988).  While social work-
ers do not necessarily need complete information about the reli-
gious beliefs of their clients, asking clients if they have any reli-
gious beliefs that might relate to the presenting problems can
both provide useful information and let the client know that these
beliefs have a legitimate place in social work efforts with them.
The following represent some major themes that might be present
in these religious traditions.

“His eye is on the sparrow”:  This phrase from the Gospel song
reflects the belief that God is intimately involved in everything
that happens in life.  Beliefs about the involvement of God range
from this intimate involvement to only remote involvement in
major events.  Questions of good and evil, free will versus deter-
minism or fatalism, and the intentions of God are raised by these
beliefs.  These beliefs become especially salient, perhaps com-
forting or troubling, as people must deal with tragedy in their
lives (Kushner, 1981; Smedes 1982).  Why did God allow my child
to die or my husband to leave me?   Why did God allow me to
get AIDS?  How can I trust a God who would allow this terrible
thing to happen to me?  Can I gain comfort from believing that
nothing happens by chance, that there is a purpose in everything?
Is God punishing me for something I did?  Is God here for me as
I walk through this valley of despair?

Exploring with clients their beliefs in this area can reveal
sources of comfort as well as alienation from God and from or-
ganized religion.  People might be reluctant to voice their anger,
doubts, and sense of alienation to other people out of fear that
family members and their support system within the church and
the community will condemn them for these thoughts and emo-
tions.  The experience of raising these issues with someone who
can listen without judgment and understands the pain can be an
important first step in the healing process.  It can also provide an
occasion to explore with clients the possibility that there might
be other people in their lives who could also understand and
accept their views.

God as love/as judgment:  Religious traditions vary in terms of
whether they view God as relating to people primarily on the
basis of judgment against sinful people and a sinful world, or on
the basis of love and grace.  For members of traditions focused
on judgment, feelings of self-worth can be viewed as suspect at
best.  On the other hand, feeling loved as a “child of God” can be
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a great source of comfort and self-worth to people.  God’s love
can also be viewed as a gift of grace or something to be earned
through specific works and sacrifices.  When God’s love is linked
to works and sacrifice, people may worry that they have not done
enough.  Yet accepting love as a gift of grace can be difficult for
many people even when official religious beliefs affirm this po-
sition (Smedes, 1982; Tournier, 1962; Phillips, 1963).  Exploring
what is the basis of legitimate self-worth within the client’s reli-
gious tradition can be particularly helpful in working with cli-
ents experiencing low self-worth.  This exploration can be use-
ful not only with people who are currently religious, but also
with those who as adults rejected the religion of their childhood
and their family, because they may still be struggling with deeply
entrenched views in this area.

Human nature as good/evil: Human nature can be considered to
be primarily sinful, neutral, or good.  Although viewing human
beings as evil has been considered antithetical to the social work
belief that people are capable of good and positive changes
(Sanzenbach, 1989; Loewenberg, 1988), this can sometimes be a
false dichotomy.  Even religious traditions that view human na-
ture as essentially sinful can allow for positive change through
divine redemption and grace (Smedes, 1982).  Understanding
and respecting the client’s sense of dependence on God for this
change can be important.

God of dialogue/God of answers: The divine can be viewed as
welcoming dialogue with human beings or requiring their un-
questioning acceptance.  Tevye in “The Fiddler on the Roof” asks
God why he could not have made him a rich man instead of a
poor man.  Tevye is comfortable with being in an ongoing and
sometimes complaining dialogue with God.  For some people,
questioning God for letting a child die or a factory close would
be very difficult.  Feelings of anger toward God for these events
would create guilt or perhaps fear of retribution.  While it may
be useful to indicate to such people that sometimes even devoutly
religious people feel angry with God, the social worker must
also understand their reluctance to acknowledge these feelings
personally because of their fear that doing so might come at a
very high price.

Basis/Context for Religious Beliefs

In addition to specific beliefs, religious groups also vary in
terms of the legitimate basis for their religious beliefs.  For some
groups, the legitimate basis for religious beliefs can be limited to
a literal interpretation of the sacred text, while for others it can
include tradition.  These later groups adopt a less literal view of
interpretation and/or are willing to include the insights of sci-
ence, history, and culture.  Understanding this perspective en-
ables the social worker to identify the types of information that
clients and their reference groups would consider valid.  A
strongly fundamentalist Christian, for example, would not be
swayed by social science or cultural information in terms of the
scriptural passages regarding sex roles that contradicted their
interpretation of the Bible.

Organizational context of beliefs: Although membership in a
specific religious denomination plays a less important role in
defining beliefs of individuals than it did previously, understand-
ing the belief system of specific groups can give some insight
into potential sources of pain or support on particular issues.
This is particularly true if the group holds highly specific views
on an issue (Loewenberg, 1988).  As an example, Mark returned
home to his parents in the terminal stages of AIDS.  His parents
belonged to a conservative church that viewed homosexuality
as a grievous sin and AIDS as God’s punishment for those who
have sinned.  Understanding the strain experienced by his par-
ents who were caught between their love for their son and the
tenets of their church and religious support system can be im-
portant in responding to the pain experienced by Mark and his
family.

Families living in rural areas can experience a compounding
of stigma (McGinn, 1996).  Mrs. James, a Roman Catholic woman,
sought counseling for depression following the birth of a baby
born blind.  For years she had been dreading God’s punishment
for her earlier divorce and marriage outside the church.  When
her baby was born, she was convinced that this was God’s pun-
ishment on her.  Fortunately a referral to understanding Roman
Catholic sisters and a priest helped her recognize that the church
did not teach that God would punish her baby in this way.

In working with grieving families facing a death in the fam-
ily, understanding how their religious group views life after death
can identify potential sources of support or additional grief.
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Families who are Baptist or Jehovah’s Witness, for example, are
likely to derive very different types of comfort from their reli-
gious beliefs in dealing with the death of a child from Sudden
Infant Death Syndrome.

Social Support: The social support systems of individuals and
family members can be an important resource as they seek to
cope with a variety of stressful life events.  As a result, under-
standing potential sources of support and possible barriers to
using these sources can be extremely important in the process of
helping people cope.  Social support in this context includes both
emotional and material support.  Religion can play an impor-
tant role in the social support system of clients.  Religion can
influence this support basis through the nature of the resources
available—a caring church congregation or specific programs
offered by religious groups.  The nature of these supportive net-
works can also be influenced by the ethnic traditions of the indi-
viduals involved.  As indicated in a subsequent discussion in
this chapter regarding racial/ethnic groups, African Americans
have a strong tradition of interdependence in which the church
plays a central role (Hines & Boyd-Franklin, 1982).

In addition to understanding basic group traditions regard-
ing the role of the church community, it can also be important to
identify how the nature of the problem might effect potential
sources of help within the church.  Religious groups vary in terms
of their attitudes toward specific life difficulties and the type of
help that is viewed as appropriate.  Typically problems relating
to a death or illness in the family are likely to evoke sympathy
and support.  Yet if the illness is due to AIDS acquired through a
homosexual relationship, attitudes of judgment regarding the
illness may diminish either actual support or people’s willing-
ness to seek help due to fear of judgment (McGinn, 1996).  Atti-
tudes toward divorce, alcoholism, and mental health problems
can influence either actual available support or the client’s per-
ceptions about seeking such help.  A recent study of economi-
cally distressed farm families revealed a mixed picture regard-
ing available support from the church.  The attitudes of church
members and the economically hurting family members toward
this extremely complex problem made it difficult for some people
to seek or receive the help they needed (Van Hook, 1990).  Use of
an eco-map that identifies potential sources of support and strains
can be useful in eliciting information from clients about the role
of the church in this regard.

Personality Theories

Several important personality theories can help social work-
ers understand the interplay between religion and the experi-
ences of clients.  An understanding of this interplay can help the
social worker develop effective helping approaches.  This sec-
tion discusses how aspects of cognitive-behavioral and psycho-
dynamic/ego psychology can be used in this regard.

Cognitive behavioral:  According to contemporary cognitive-
behavioral theory, our beliefs influence our behavior, our emo-
tions, and our thoughts.  Religious beliefs can influence the core
beliefs that are especially influential in this process.  Helping
based on this theory uses a collaborative partnership between
the client and the social worker to identify the nature of these
beliefs and to test out their accuracy.  The process begins with a
series of questions asked of and with the client.  These questions
are designed to identify how the client views the world.  These
might include questions such as, “What do you think would hap-
pen if you told your parents that you want to switch to social
work as a major?” The client and worker also engage in a pro-
cess of testing these beliefs by a series of further questions or
activities.  The client, for example, might tell her or his parents
about the switch to a social work major and the reasons for do-
ing so to test out what really will be the parents’ reaction.

Miller (1988) describes the use of this approach with a male
seminary student with a strong sense of duty who was suffering
from depression.  His initial attempt was to help the man through
progressive relaxation of the muscles of this body and schedul-
ing of pleasant activities.  This approach was unsuccessful be-
cause it did not fit with the client’s sense of purpose in life.  Miller
then used a common approach in cognitive treatment.  A person
is asked to keep a record of when a certain problem arises, the
situations in which the problem occurs, and the person’s reac-
tion to these events.  The student was asked to record the situa-
tions in which he felt depressed, his self-statements in these situ-
ations, and his resulting emotions.  Several crucial themes
emerged.  Three potentially healing religious themes surfaced
in this process:  “Even servants have to be restored” (in response
to his relentless driving of himself), “Grace” (a message he wished
to communicate to others but did not fit with his own driving
perfectionism), and “Focus on others” (which was impeded by
his worry about himself).  The social worker used this under-
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standing to develop a more effective helping strategy with John.
John began to experiment with replacing his driven perfection-
ism with alternative self-statements that were consistent with
important elements of his core religious belief system.  “1) Even
Jesus took time to rest and recharge; 2) If I want to serve, I also
need to take care of myself; 3) God, through Jesus Christ, ac-
cepts me as I am, 4) Don’t worry about how people are evaluat-
ing me.  Focus on their needs instead.  And 5)I have good news
to share.”  Within this context John was able to use the tech-
niques of relaxation and scheduling of pleasant events because
these efforts were compatible with efforts to change the way he
was thinking—a process called “cognitive-restructuring”
(Miller, 1988).

Cognitive-behavioral strategies like these can also help cli-
ents identify other issues that might be camouflaged by reli-
gious thoughts and interpretations of events.  Sue’s parents, for
example, contacted their pastor because their daughter Sue felt
that she was demon possessed.  The pastor assured the family
that God would not let this happen to one of His children and
suggested they contact a mental health program.  Sue, age 13,
was able to identify the thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensa-
tions that she associated with being demon possessed.  The so-
cial worker asked her to keep a log identifying the situations in
which she had the sensations that made her feel that she was
demon possessed.  The following week she returned for coun-
seling pleased that she had discovered the nature of the prob-
lem.  She experienced it when she was lonely and afraid the
other children in her new community would not want to be her
friends.  She and her family had recently moved to the commu-
nity and she was experiencing the anxiety of trying to make
friends in her new school and community.  Her insight clearly
established the direction for counseling and gave her a very
different view of herself and her problem.

Psychodynamic/ego psychology:  One important aspect of psy-
chodynamic/ego psychology is the theory of object relations.
According to object relations theory, people gradually identify
a sense of self separate from the world around them.  A child,
for example, quite early on becomes clear that there is a “me”
that is separate from others.  In the course of this process, chil-
dren internalize a series of mental images (objects) of the people
who are important to them.  These internalizations are subjec-
tive and reflect how the child has experienced these other people.

These subjective interpretations in turn influence how children
view themselves as well as experience the world around them
and subsequent relationships with other people.  A child who
has experienced parents and other caretakers as loving and meet-
ing his needs is likely to view himself as lovable and to trust that
other people will also be loving and trustworthy.  On the other
hand, a child who has experienced abuse is likely to distrust that
other people will love her or meet her needs appropriately.

From an object relations perspective, the concept of God is
not an illusion.  Instead it represents an important reality.  Part
of being human is our capacity to create nonvisible realities
(Rizzuto, 1979).   The concept of God develops very early in a
child’s psychological development in the context of the child’s
developing a sense of separation from nurturing parents (Fuller,
1988).  Although God is often called the “Heavenly Father,” a
child’s concept of God represents more than just an internaliza-
tion of the father.  It involves a combination or gestalt of many
powerful factors: the characteristics of the mother and the fa-
ther, the dynamics of the twofold need to merge with a higher
power and yet at the same time to experience oneself as autono-
mous, and the general social, historical, and religious background
of the family (Fuller, 1988).  As a result, children develop an im-
age of God that reflects their own experiences with significant
individuals and their own developmental needs.  Belief in a pow-
erful God can serve as an important transition object as children
develop a growing sense of separation from their parents (Fuller,
1988).  The internalization of an all powerful and all knowing
God with the power to judge based on parental relationships
can be a source of considerable distress if it is based on rejecting
parental experiences and a source of comfort when based on trust-
ing or caring relationships with these individuals.

Because these internalized views (objects) of other people color
a person’s relationships with others and their view of themselves,
understanding the client’s early and basic view regarding God
and the impact of this perspective on their lives can be impor-
tant.  Questions about one’s experiences with parents as well as
about how one views God can provide important clues in this
area.  Joyce illustrates how early family relationships combined
with the belief system of the group profoundly shaped her view
of God, herself, and others.  She was a member of a strongly
religious group that stressed God’s judgment and the sinfulness
of human beings.  Yet most members of this group manage to
live relatively satisfying lives.  In contrast, she lived a life preoc-
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cupied with fear of the rejection of others and of God.  She was
convinced that she was completely unlovable and totally unde-
serving of any happiness.  Exploration of her life revealed that
her image of God was shaped in part by a realistically very fright-
ening relationship with her father.  Her father, who has been in a
nursing home for several years, had suffered severely during
World War II and later immigrated to the United States.  After
his move to the United States and while the children were grow-
ing up, he frequently had paranoid delusions in which Joyce and
another sibling were Nazi soldiers.  He would then try to attack
them and her mother would have to hide them from their father.
As a result of these events and their rural setting, the family was
generally isolated from other families so there were few other
adults to serve as benign and protective role models that might
create a balance in her life.  By the time she entered school she
was so traumatized that she withdrew from others and experi-
enced herself as the object of ridicule.  For Joyce, her early expe-
rience of terror and rejection by her father and her mother’s in-
ability to protect her from the emotional trauma created a strong
introject of a powerful and rejecting God.  At an intellectual and
beliefs systems level her perspective was further reinforced by
the doctrines of her religious group, but her early life experi-
ences set the stage for her sense of fear.  She needed a helping
relationship that demonstrated that she was a person deserving
of concern, and to help her with her difficulty in trusting others.

Family Issues

The family plays a primary role in the formation of religious
beliefs.  These beliefs are further shaped by relationships within
the family and family events.  Family rituals in turn reinforce
these religious beliefs and practices.  As a result of the key role of
the family, understanding the interaction between family and
religious issues can be especially fruitful (Dudley & Dudley, 1986;
Friedman, 1985; Cornwall, 1987; Joseph, 1988; Loewenberg, 1988;
Raider, 1992).  This section examines families in terms of life-
cycle issues, rituals, and family patterns and rules.

Families can be understood in terms of the development of
the family over time—the life-cycle of the family.  This process
in turn is influenced by the developmental process of individual
family members.  As children enter adolescence, it becomes im-
portant for them to establish their own sense of identity.  While

the family is important in this sense of identity, adolescents fre-
quently need to distance themselves from their parents in vari-
ous ways.  Some adolescents do so by distancing themselves from
their parent’s religious beliefs, practices, and rituals.  This pro-
cess can be the source of considerable tension within the family.

Families also face important transitions in the life-cycle of the
family.  Transitions that involve the breaking of old bonds and
identities and the establishment of new ones are frequently
marked by rituals, including religious ones (Friedman, 1985).
Baptism in the Christian tradition and circumcision (bris) in the
Jewish tradition represent the entry of a child into the religious
community, and the assumption by parents of the responsibili-
ties of raising the child in the religious traditions.  Confirma-
tions, Bar Mitzvahs, and other religious rites symbolize growth
and approaching adulthood and the personal adoption of an
identity within religious groups.  Weddings mark the establish-
ment of new commitments and boundaries with the accompa-
nying need to create a new family structure.  Religious rituals
surrounding death help family members relinquish the lost fam-
ily members and bind remaining family members together.  The
inability to carry out these rituals, on the other hand, can be the
source of great distress (Harari & Wolowelsky, 1995; Friedman,
1985).  Asking family members about the nature of pertinent ritu-
als and how family members experienced these rituals can open
the door to important information in this area.

Examining how individuals maintain and experience religious
and other family rituals can provide clues to the nature of rela-
tionships within the family system, but also the extent to which
family members are tied to their religious traditions.  Harari and
Wolowelsky (1995) describe how exploring changes in family
observance of religious rituals following a death in the family
can be an entrée into possible changes in family roles generally.
This can be the opportunity to identify, for example, who are the
individuals that others turn to in difficult times, and shifts in
power within the family due to illness or the response to a death.

It is always important to explore what these family religious
rituals mean to family members.  Clients can be asked what these
rituals mean to them, how they experienced them, and how they
felt participating (or not participating) in them.  These rituals
convey messages of belonging or alienation. They can be sources
of healing or further occasions to evoke the memory of an ach-
ing void or the pain of disrupted relationships.  Exploring which
family members are included or excluded from important fam-
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ily rituals also provides valuable information about family coa-
litions, cohesion or disengagement in the family, reasons for cut-
offs in families, and family communication patterns.

Because family religious rituals frequently are invested with
great meaning, failure to carry out previously treasured rituals
or the institution of new rituals can be a source of considerable
tension within an extended family.  For immigrants, especially
the elderly, difficulties in carrying out the religious rituals that
were important in their home country can be a source of dis-
tress.  Tensions can also be present if younger family members
become acculturated and subsequently devalue these rituals.  The
Li family who came to the United States as refugees following
the Vietnam war illustrate these tensions.  They were later joined
by her parents and extended family.  When Mrs. Li became preg-
nant the extended family wanted her to carry out a religious cer-
emonial ritual that members of their traditional group viewed
as an essential protection for a baby during pregnancy.  While
this ritual continued to be vitally important to Mrs. Li’s parents
and other relatives, Mr. and Mrs. Li had changed their religious
beliefs and refused to carry it out because they felt it was not
necessary, and doing so would violate their new religious be-
liefs.  The extended family became frantic, fearing that the baby
would be born deformed and were very angry with the Li’s for
their actions.  Although the baby was born without any birth
defects, this event contributed to lasting tensions within the fam-
ily system.

Social workers also need to be alert to ways that religious
rituals can be used to control other family members.  Religious
rituals are one of the ways family members use to enforce family
patterns and rules on other members.  One way this can be done
is by excluding family members from important family rituals,
for example, a Bar Mitzvah or Christening, if family members
are viewed as straying from family beliefs or practices.

The K family illustrates how the religious ritual of prayer can
be used in a coercive manner.  Mrs. K and her husband had agreed
to an amicable divorce but her parents were furious with her
because of this action.  Mrs. K was eager to explain to her par-
ents the reasons for her action and to find some way to maintain
a relationship with her parents.  As a result, a meeting was ar-
ranged between Mrs. K, her parents, the minister (who was sup-
portive of Mrs. K’s decision) and the social worker.  Mrs. K’s
parents continued to be adamant in terms of their disapproval
of her actions with her mother indicating she would rather have

Mrs. K dead than divorced.  With no resolution of the issue, her
mother indicated at the end of the meeting that she wanted to
have a closing prayer and launched upon one designed to make
Mrs. K feel guilty of letting both her parents and God down.
Fortunately the pastor was sensitive to this issue and offered a
second prayer that spoke of forgiveness and reconciliation.

Families not only generate a sense of identity but also loyalty
to the family group and members.  Contextual family therapy
points out the power of these family legacies or loyalty and obli-
gations from one generation to the next (Broszormenyi-Nagy,
1986).  As a result, individuals feel obligated to believe or act in a
certain way in response to these family legacies.  Family loyalty
issues can emerge in powerful and sometimes painful ways in
family groups.  These issues frequently come to the fore as people
begin to establish their own way of understanding the world
(“worldviews”—including religious beliefs) appropriate to their
own family and personal existence.  In his book Blood of the Lamb,
novelist Peter DeVries (1960) tells a poignant story of a man whose
beloved daughter dies of cancer.  As an adult he had rejected the
religious beliefs of his childhood and family and raised his daugh-
ter as an atheist.  After her death he again becomes attracted to a
religious faith.  Now he cannot accept this faith out of a sense of
loyalty and obligation to his dead child.  He cannot accept a faith
that he denied her.  Clients who have rejected the religious be-
liefs of their family members may struggle with a sense of be-
trayal to their family tradition.

Individuals change and establish their own identities in the
history of families.  This process can also create the risk of alien-
ation from the family.  Religious issues have been the source of
intense emotional cutoffs in families whereby family members
either totally or partially eliminate contact with another family
member.  If the client is aware of previous cutoffs in the family
history due to religious intermarriage or departures from the
family’s religious beliefs and practices, they too may fear aban-
donment by family members.

Genograms are an effective way to identify religious themes
within families (Raider, 1992).  A genogram is a visual map of
the family as it exists through several generations.  It can reveal
intergenerational expectations within families.  A genogram, for
example, that reveals a long line of family members who served
the church in various ways can suggest unfulfilled expectations
and issues of betrayal on the part of a person who has left the
family church and religion.  In contrast, as one minister’s wife
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said after doing a genogram, “I realize I had to either become a
minister or marry one.”  For her, the genogram confirmed a pat-
tern that was consonant with her current life choices.  The im-
pact, however, would be quite different for an individual who
had left the church or was struggling with the religious tradition
of the family.  Genograms also reveal cutoffs within families due
to religious reasons.  Use of a genogram can not only help iden-
tify and objectify family patterns but also be an occasion to ex-
amine how similar or different a client’s current situation is from
past events in the family.

Ethnicity

Studies of ethnicity reveal the important role of religious be-
liefs, practices, and organizations in the lives of many groups.
These beliefs shape expectations regarding relationships among
family members, ways that events are experienced, and the na-
ture of acceptable resources.  The growing body of literature re-
garding ethnicity reveals how important religion is in shaping
the lives of members of these groups.  The following represent
several religious themes which are present in the ethnic tradi-
tions of client systems.  In this context, it is important to remem-
ber that such themes run the risk of becoming stereotypes, and
social workers always need to explore the perspectives and ex-
periences of specific individuals and families (Caple, Salcio, &
Cecco, 1996; Yellow Bird, Fong, Galindo, Nowicki & Freeman,
1995; McGolderick & Giordano, 1996).

Confucian ideas and beliefs about filial piety and sense of
respect for elderly persons have strongly influenced Chinese,
Japanese, and Koreans (Browne & Broderick, 1996).  As a result,
it is especially important to demonstrate respect for family mem-
bers of authority and not to expect family members to provide
information that would be demeaning to other family members
in the assessment process.  To do so would be to ask family mem-
bers to bring shame to the family (Shon, 1982).

Ethnicity can influence views regarding the nature of illness
and health and appropriate healers.  Beliefs in the connection
with the spiritual world, the nature of both “natural” and “su-
pernatural” illnesses suggest the important role that folk healers
(curandero) can play, especially for elderly Mexican-Americans
(Applewhite, 1996).  Folk healing traditions combining Spanish
Catholic practices with African and other belief systems can be

present in some Cuban families (Bernal, 1982).  Traditional heal-
ers can also be important for Native Americans (Attneave, 1982).
In addition, Al-Krenawi and Graham (1996) describe the impor-
tance of traditional healing rituals and healers for the Bedouin
people.

Religious beliefs and organizations have long played essen-
tial roles for African Americans.  The church has served as a
source of dignity and self-esteem, as a mutual aid society, and as
a focal point for activism for social change.  Church leaders have
played central roles within African American communities.  As
a result, eliciting information about religion and the church may
identify important emotional, spiritual, and material resources
for African American individuals and families.  In terms of com-
munity practice, assessing the presence and roles of the church
within the African American community can help discover es-
sential resources for mobilizing people and other community
resources (Hines & Boyd-Franklin, 1982).

The Roman Catholic church and beliefs have traditionally
played an important role in the life of Irish individuals and fami-
lies.  Irish Catholicism has historically emphasized the need for
personal morality while viewing human nature as intrinsically
evil.  Sin and guilt have been strong elements.  Prior to Vatican II
the church held a strongly authoritarian stance with people in
terms of morality, and the role of the priest is still very influen-
tial (McGolderick, 1982).

Jewish families vary widely in terms of their adherence to
Jewish rituals and beliefs.  “Familism” which makes the family
and the procreation and raising of children central, remains im-
portant to the Jewish traditions of all groups.  It is useful to elicit
from Jewish clients how they view their family obligations and
how their current actions fit with the expectations of their fam-
ily and cultural group.  Discovering how Jewish clients observe
religious rituals can also be an important clue to how closely
they identify themselves with the Orthodox, Conservative, and
Reform groups, and the salience of these traditions for the life of
the family (Herz & Rosen, 1982; Friedman, 1985).

Defensive Use of Religion

Religion can protect people from anxiety in ways that help
people cope more effectively or can contribute to problems in
functioning.  According to ego psychology, people protect them-
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selves from being overwhelmed by anxiety or guilt by defense
mechanisms.  These defense mechanisms can be thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions.  As Brenner points out (1981), virtually any
aspect of life can be used as a defensive mechanism to ward off
anxiety.  An individual with terminal cancer might not be able to
believe the words of the doctor about the seriousness of the ill-
ness.  This sometimes also takes the form of people avoiding
dealing with painful personal issues by putting them in religious
terms or context (York, 1989).  For example, a parent who cannot
deal with his own rage and is physically abusive to a child, might
rationalize this behavior by saying that a parent must exercise
proper discipline because “sparing the rod would spoil the child.”

Religious involvement in symptoms and problems can some-
times be readily identified in clients as problematic, for example,
the individual who is obviously psychotic and out of touch with
reality and who talks about being a special messenger of God.
Typically the situation is less obvious.  There are times in which
religion is used defensively to avoid acknowledging other per-
sonal problems.  In evaluating the role of religion in this regard,
it is important to view the religious beliefs and practices of the
client in the context of the total life and functioning of the client.
The individual who finds it hard to believe that she has a termi-
nal illness might initially be less anxious because her religious
beliefs help to cushion the shock.  The denial of the seriousness
of the illness becomes problematic, however, if she continues to
refuse treatment for the illness, spends large amounts of money
or goes through a series of doctors in order to find someone who
says that the problem is not life-threatening, or refuses to seek
treatment because “God will protect me.”

In assessing the role of religion, social workers and oth-
ers in the helping professions must also be aware of how their
own views about religion are affecting their evaluation of devi-
ance and pathology.  They need to be aware of the danger that
they will use their own beliefs as the basis for viewing the reli-
gious beliefs and practices of a client as pathological (Bindler,
1985).  There is always the danger of the process called “counter-
transference,” whereby the social worker reacts to clients based
on the social worker’s own life experiences and personal issues,
rather than the reality of the client’s situation.  Because religious
issues can evoke strong feelings, social workers need to be alert
to the danger of this process when dealing with religious clients
or religious issues generally.  A social worker, for example, who
is reacting negatively to the religious practices of his own par-

ents risks being overly judgmental of a client whose religious
beliefs and practice mirror those of the parents.

Defensive uses of religion can sometimes be identified be-
cause these religious concerns are more intense or effect more of
life than is typical of others who belong to a similiar religious
group.  Peter’s situation demonstrates how religious views can
protect against other life concerns.  He was preoccupied by his
religious obligation to forgive an abusive father.  He felt that his
religion obligated him to forgive him but he had difficulty doing
so.  The issue became especially acute when his father became ill
and needed his help.  While his religious belief system included
the theme of forgiveness, he seemed to be placing unduly harsh
expectations on himself.  Further exploration revealed that his
religion protected him against having to acknowledge his am-
bivalence toward his father.  He yearned for a sense of closeness
while he feared being hurt again.  This understanding permitted
the social worker and Peter to work together to learn ways that
he could cope with his father during the illness, and in the pro-
cess to come to terms with the reality of his relationship with his
father.

Or consider the situation of Joan, who could virtually talk of
little else than her fear that she had committed the “unpardon-
able sin” and was, therefore, dammed by God.  While this belief
was a part of her religious group’s belief system, most members
rarely think about it or can easily dismiss it because they have
been taught that people who have committed it do not worry
about doing so.  As a result, her religious preoccupation met the
criteria of being an undue preoccupation accompanied by rigid-
ity, ongoing unhappiness, and lack of productivity.  As the help-
ing process unfolded, it became apparent that her obsession rep-
resented a desperate way of eliciting interest from others, includ-
ing the social worker.  Even when Joan had realistic issues in her
life that would naturally elicit interest from others, she would
fall back on her obsession of the unpardonable sin.  Her story
included a sister who had been severely mentally ill for years
and a brother who had recently been arrested for attempted
murder.  As a child, she had felt ignored by her parents because
her father was preoccupied with religion and her mother with
her sister’s illness.  The social worker’s understanding of the
role of this religious obsession in the total economy of her life
and demonstration of interest in other aspects of Joan’s life helped
her to diminish substantially her obsession.  The social worker

SOCIAL WORK AND CHRISTIANITY
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helped Joan experience that it was possible to relate to others
on the basis of healthy aspects of her person.

Spero (1985) suggests several characteristics of religious be-
liefs and practices that might suggest the presence of a disor-
dered psychological need or conflict.

1. The individual’s total religious affiliation, or the current
intensity and sense of religious meaning and conviction,
is of relatively recent and rapid onset.  It has also in-
volved the person insevering of one or more significant
family, social, or professional ties and roles.

2. The individual’s past history includes numerous reli-
gious “crises” or episodes of changing religious affilia-
tion or levels of belief.

3. The individual’s religious behaviors and beliefs indicate
that the person remains or has returned to a way of re-
lating to God and others that is more immature than is
appropriate for one’s age.  This can be evidenced by sev-
eral themes.

a. There is a predominance of immature themes of
relationships that do not fit with developmentally
appropriate relationships with other people. This
might be evidenced by an adult who does not
believe that she must prepare herself for a pro-
fessional service role because she believes “God
will provide the way.”

b. There is lack of integration between the
individual’s mode of religious expression and
adaptive ego functioning—the individual may be
careful in the use of money in most of the areas
of their life, but gives without questioning the
value of a program, if it is described in religious
terms.

c. The individual is unable to successfully accom-
plish appropriate psychosocial tasks—a young
man who neglects his own young children be-
cause he spends so much of his time helping the
youth program in the church.

4. The religious individual is preoccupied either with a di-
rectly acknowledged or intellectually masked fear of
back-sliding.  The individual then becomes very rigid,
and extremely concerned with a rigid interpretation of
belief and behavioral codes to deal with such fears.
Sometimes this takes the form of strict interpretations of

religious laws even when others in the group typically
follow more lenient interpretations of the laws.

5. Continued unhappiness and unproductivity following
religious conversion or awakening.  The individual has
turned to religion to conquer a drinking problem that
persists despite growing religious zeal designed to con-
quer the drinking.

6. Excessive idealization of a religious movement or leader,
and the use of such idealization to resolve problems of
autonomy, identity, impulse control, and so forth.  The
Jonestown, Waco (Texas) and recent Heaven’s Gate trag-
edies represents extreme cases of this pathological use
of religion.  People gave up their individuality, their pos-
sessions, and their own and their children’s lives because
they had idealized their religious leaders.

Because religious groups vary widely in terms of beliefs and
practices, an assessment of the defensive use of religion might
require further study about the groups involved or perhaps con-
versations with relevant religious leaders.  As with cultural
groups, lack of this understanding can lead to either one of two
errors: attributing personal pathology to the religious group or
evaluating members of a group that is different from one’s own
experience as disturbed.

Conclusion

As suggested by previous discussions, assessment includes
an analysis of the fit between the client and possible types of
interventions.  Religion can influence the nature of interven-
tions that are viewed as acceptable by clients.  As with other
cultural issues, it may be necessary to interpret interventions
from the perspective of the religious views of clients.  The ex-
ample of the seminary student who could not use relaxation
and pleasure scheduling until after cognitive interventions made
these acceptable, illustrates the need to place interventions in
an appropriate context.  Understanding religious beliefs and
practices can also identify potential sources of healing within
the religious tradition.  Prayer, for example, might be an impor-
tant source of comfort for many Christians.  It may also be im-
portant as a source of support, to reconnect people with impor-
tant religious rituals within their religious traditions.
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Religion is a multi-faceted phenomena that can influence the
lives of people in many complex ways.  Incorporating religious
issues in the social work assessment process helps identify ways
in which religion can be either a resource or a strain for clients,
provides meaning for present and past life events, and points to
the types of interventions that might be helpful in managing their
problems.  Many theories from social work and psychology fur-
ther this understanding.  The specific nature of the appropriate
theoretical perspective will depend on the nature of the problem
situation.  The importance of social work practitioners being
aware of their own religious beliefs and those of other ethnic
and cultural groups in order to make appropriate assessment
and intervention decisions is becoming a prerequisite for com-
petent professional practice. ❖
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ADOPTION AND ME:
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A NARRATIVE APPROACH

Mary Vanden Bosch Zwaanstra

Change, move, dead clock, that this fresh day
May break with dazzling light to these sick eyes.

Burn, glare, old sun, so long unseen,
That time may find its sound again, and cleanse

What ever it is that a wound remembers
After the healing ends.

(“Small Prayer,” Weldon Kees, 1975)

“Outta my way, lady.”  Our fifteen year old son made his way
to the back door.  Dressed in jeans and a cowboy hat, Karl clutched
a sleeping bag under one arm and a duffel bag and radio in the
other hand.  His jacket pockets were stuffed with his treasures.
The runaway season was upon us again.

Beginning when he was around ten, fall evoked disaffection
and restlessness in him with what was familiar and familial.  Is-
sues and events varied but the result was always the same.  By
the time of his November 11 birthday the stage was set.  There
would be a fight and he would leave.

This narrative explores a family’s experience with adoption.
I am the narrator and the mother.  I relate the story from my
perspective.  It could, and perhaps someday it will, be told from
the perspective of my husband or from that of any of our chil-
dren:  Karl, born in 1964; Kerrie, born in 1967; and Matthew, born
in 1969.  Karl is our son by adoption; Kerrie and Matthew are
birth-children.  Only Karl was “planned.”  The others came along
quite unexpectedly.  In the third year of our marriage we joined
the ranks of the infertile, having been informed that “it was sta-
tistically unlikely” that we would ever have children born to us.
Adoption was the “cure” for our fertility problem.  As is the case
with policy arrangements generally, the practice of adoption pro-
duces both intended and unintended consequences.  This narra-
tive is about policy and its affects.  Living it propelled me into
the social work profession.
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At one month of age Karl entered our family with a one page
document detailing his birth weight and development since birth.
He had gained two pounds, slept through the night and should
be strapped on the changing table since he was a very active
baby.  That was the extent of it.  Adoption practice in 1964 was
grounded in two beliefs:  nurture counted infinitely more than
nature and anonymity was best for all members of the adoption
triad.  If their adult offspring were to be allowed access to iden-
tifying information, Michigan birth-parents were legally required
to file the requisite written permission with the state.  Few signed
since they were not encouraged to do so.  The professional com-
munity believed the birth-mother could and should release her
child and go on with her life.  Neither the adopted person nor
the family established by adoption required more than a legal
release from her.  Everyone involved would live happily ever
after.

We bought unquestioningly into this belief system.  Without
objecting to the quality or quantity of information supplied us,
we took Karl into our hearts and acted like the parents we longed
to be.  Objecting to or even questioning adoption practice ar-
rangements was not thinkable because it would challenge the
authority of scientifically informed professional practice.  More
weighty was the power differential between the professional and
the applicant-parent.  The worker held the power to give or with-
hold the child.  What prospective, hopeful parent-to-be with no
other options would presume to challenge so potent a force?

We heard bits and pieces of information about Karl’s birth-
parents verbally related by the social worker in the Christian
agency with which we chose to work.  His mother was a college
student, a biology major; his father was preparing to be a drafts-
man.  They were from different religious backgrounds.  The fa-
ther disappeared when told of the pregnancy.  The mother went
to a “maternity home” to await the birth of her baby, hoping to
keep her secret and spare her family embarrassment.  It was stan-
dard fare in 1964.  No written documentation of Karl’s close or
extended family history was offered, nor requested.  We knew
that Karl was born by Cesarean Section after an extended labor.
Little was said about the quality of the pregnancy or labor and
nothing about the specific events necessitating the Section.  We
were warned that he might have some “questions about his ori-
gins” as a teen.  As our life together unfolded, we discovered
that we needed all the information we could get.  When Karl
developed asthma there was “no recorded family history of

asthma.”  When he became addicted to drugs and alcohol, we
were reluctantly informed that his father and both grandfathers
“perhaps” had alcohol problems.

Two explanations are germane.  The agency and its workers
were loath to dispense pertinent information; their primary loy-
alties were to secrecy commitments made to the birth-mother.
In addition, information gathered was scanty and superficial; it
was not considered important in the era which viewed the new-
born as a blank slate upon which nurture would write the defin-
ing tale.  Karl’s early life in our family was manageable.  It was
pleasurable.  He smiled easily and slept little during the day.  He
seemed unusually strong and loved to stand on his feet.  He took
to applesauce and pulled faces at meat.  He was allergic to milk
but we found a soybean formula that worked well.  We responded
to this busy, beautiful child by developing new schedules and
priorities to match his need for action and attention.  Beyond the
necessities, Karl’s life was filled with touching, talk and play.
We walked him during his daily fussy time.  We read books and
explored the world.  We sang and played peek-a-boo.  He loved
animals and we entertained a series of furry and crawly crea-
tures over the years.  He was loved.  As time went on his inten-
sity and impulsiveness gave us some pause.  But we had both
been raised in stable homes with positive parenting models.  I
was a pediatric nurse and my husband a seminary professor.
We reassured ourselves that while we made mistakes, we were
very adequate parents.  Faith, hope and love would see us
through.  It would turn out all right.

In the months after we became a nuclear family, our church
published its yearly directory.  Karl’s name was not included.
We asked why.  The answer was that he was not really “ours”
until the adoption was legally finalized after a year.  Until then
he was not officially part of the fellowship and he could not be
baptized as most newborns are in our church.  In spite of its os-
tensible support of adoption and rich covenant theology, it was
apparent that there were some rules about inclusion and exclu-
sion of which we had been unaware.  In the recesses of our minds
we became aware that certain things were different for the
adopted as compared with the non-adopted.

In preschool and kindergarten Karl was aggressive with other
children.  He hit, kicked, spat and fought.  We were appalled
and worried.  We had him tested by a professional who found
Karl to be of normal intelligence but socially immature.  Time, it
was suggested, was the antidote.  We then spent a sabbatical



161 162SOCIAL WORK AND CHRISTIANITY ADOPTION AND ME:  A NARRATIVE APPROACH

year in the Netherlands and he attended kindergarten again.
Karl’s social skills needed more time to develop, we thought.
He learned the Dutch language quickly.  We lived in close quar-
ters in a crowded society which valued privacy and decorum.
Karl threw rocks at a car and we dealt with irate neighbors.  He
pried up a man-hole cover and dropped it on his three year old
sister’s toe causing much pain and loss of a toenail.

Upon our return, Karl entered first grade in the neighbor-
hood Christian school with a new group of children.  In second
grade there were more children than could be accommodated in
our neighborhood school and some children were selected to be
bussed.  Karl was one of them.  Many parents strongly objected
to this arrangement since they would have children in two
schools.  Karl was, however, an uncomplicated choice for the
school since he was the only child attending from our family.  At
the new school he had to adapt to a new environment and refer-
ence group.  At first it was difficult for him.  He stayed for two
years.  He had the same teacher both years.  She liked him and
set firm but friendly boundaries.  Then he was selected to return
to the school close to home for fourth grade.  That fall he looked
forlorn.  While driving home from a piano lesson he told me he
felt like standing in the middle of the street and letting a car run
him over.  He could not elaborate on the misery he was feeling.
At bedtime we talked again.  He said solemnly, “I peed on the
bathroom floor at school today and the teacher made me clean it
up.”  I asked why.  He cried and said, “Mom, if I don’t do dumb
things nobody pays any attention to me.  No one wants to play
with me or be my friend.”  The next morning, with a heavy heart,
I called the teacher.  She dismissed his feelings and my concerns:
“Children work these things out best by themselves.”  Later, the
principal judged that I was guilty of over-protecting my son.  In
his opinion it was a common fault among adoptive parents.  There
would be no help in the school system.

Karl’s investment in the family had decreased markedly by
the time he was eleven.  He was using marijuana, though we
were unaware of it at the time.  The fall runaways began.  At first
he simply disappeared when it was time to cut the birthday cake
and serve it to friends and neighbors, returning  later in the
evening.  By the time he was fifteen he was gone for two weeks
at a time.  Then he began to run whenever there was a major
conflict.  We called the police, who never found him.  I gave him
the phone number and address of the local shelter for runaways
and picked him up when he was ready to return.  We talked,

cajoled and set limits.  But Karl preferred to be outside the lim-
its, wherever they were set.  Gradually fall became a fearful and
chaotic time for all of us.  Karl’s behavior was disruptive.  He
was destructive.  He slashed the orange chairs in the family room
and sold his dad’s gold class ring for the cash.  We virtually
stopped entertaining.  Karl’s unpredictability made our other
children reluctant to have friends in to play or spend the night.
In our isolation we felt like failures and freaks.  Only other fami-
lies had the luxury of normalcy.  No other Christian family could
possibly be like ours, we thought.

I began to read everything I could get my hands on about
adoption.  I became a sleuth.  I became a pest at the adoption
agency which maintained a stonewalling posture.  I discovered
much that surprised me.  I learned that adoptive children were
over-represented in the mental health system and first came
across the term “restless wanderer” in reference to adopted per-
sons (Sorosky, Baran & Pannor, 1975).  I read about studies being
done in Scandinavia that followed adopted-away offspring of
persons with mental illness.  A genetic link to personality and
behavior, particularly alcohol abuse and mental illness, was pos-
tulated.  From John Bowlby (1969) I learned about loss, grief and
attachment in the very young.  From Rene Spitz (1965) I learned
about infant-maternal bonding and the helpful effects of mater-
nal regression in the service of forming a secure bond.  From
Thomas Verny (1981)I learned about the perils and importance
of the intrauterine environment and prenatal period in human
development.  Verny states that an “emotional set-point,” estab-
lished at this time, is difficult to alter later.  A sympathetic physi-
cian searched Karl’s maternity home and hospital records and
confirmed my suspicion that fetal distress had been a factor in
the Cesarean decision.  From Erik Erikson (1968), himself an
adopted person, I learned how identity is shaped and how cru-
cial it is to healthy development.  I concluded that adoption policy
and practice were based on politics and tradition and not on sci-
entifically grounded principles.  Slowly I began to trade isola-
tion for openness.  I discovered that ours was not the only adop-
tive family, Christian or otherwise, in distress.  We organized a
support group for adoptive families, many of which remain
friends to this day.  We tried to educate ourselves about what
was happening to us and our children since we found little
knowledgeable help in the professional community.  I applied to
graduate school in social work.
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That fall I entered my graduate program; Karl turned fifteen.
He continued to be moody and morose after running away in
November.  We called the adoption agency, but they had no help
or insight to offer.  On New Year’s Eve Karl overdosed.  We
brought in the new year at the local emergency room.  Karl was
embarrassed and remorseful.  He wanted to come home.  We
removed his bedroom door from its hinges and kept a suicide
watch while, during the next two days, Karl descended into the
depths again.  We had to commit him.  At the Christian psychiat-
ric hospital family therapy was mandated.  Our daughter cried,
“How can I face my friends?  They’ll think I have a crazy brother
and that I’m crazy too.”  Assumptions about the state of our
marriage and family structure guided treatment.  Our patholo-
gies were labeled.  We heard that Karl was the “identified pa-
tient,” the “symptom bearer” in our family.  When I suggested
that Karl’s adoption played a role, that he might have a biochemi-
cal disorder, my thinking was dismissed as inconsequential to
the treatment plan.  After a month, he was discharged home, no
longer suicidal but singularly disinterested in continued treat-
ment, which soon stopped.  At home he kept to himself and to
friends we did not know.  We coped but with difficulty.  Several
years later we learned that long-term hospitalization of Karl was
considered but rejected by the professional staff of the psychiat-
ric hospital.  They supported this decision by citing the possible
iatrogenic effects of hospitalization on Karl and our own coping
strength.  Their thoughts and opinions were not shared with us.
Neither were our ideas, opinions and preferences solicited.

When I applied for my first M.S.W. field practicum, the coor-
dinator recommended that I not divulge the ongoing family cri-
sis.  It would, he believed, be looked upon with disfavor by so-
cial service agencies.  I would be considered “sick.”  It was still
the era of the “schizophrenegenic mother.”  Unable to compart-
mentalize my life so neatly or with integrity I gave voice to the
stressors and found a warm welcome first in a gerontology pro-
gram and later in a program for the persistently mentally ill and
their families.  Here I discovered, and came to fully appreciate,
that cornerstone of social work thinking, the “person-in-envi-
ronment.”  My clients, their families and the mental health sys-
tem were powerful teachers.  I was touched by the courage and
strength of many clients and families.

Karl began high school the next fall.  He played soccer with
vigor.  We went to his games and cheered along with the other
spectators.  As soccer season ended and November approached,

the familiar pattern began again.  Karl’s drug use increased, and
he carried a knife.  He avoided questions. He came and went
from home at will.  He was involved in incidents of petty van-
dalism and harassment of younger neighborhood children.  He
refused to participate in activities with the family.  He took the
car for a drive though he had no license.  Karl discovered he was
physically stronger than his dad and became verbally threaten-
ing.  He fantasized about our deaths.  We were afraid that he
would harm us.  We slept behind locked doors.  We visited a
counselor at the juvenile court where we learned that to get help
we would need to obtain release from our legal, parental respon-
sibility for his behavior, supervision, and care.  Essentially this
legal process would declare us unfit parents and Karl, a Ward of
the Court.  Somehow we couldn’t take that step.  We were not
bad parents and we would not abandon our son.  Beyond a legal
contract we had entered into a covenant, committing ourselves
to be parents to him.  We would seek help where we could find it
and depend on available supports to ride out the storm.

On a 1979 November afternoon, after school and before ei-
ther of us were home from work, Karl ripped the telephone from
the wall, put his knife through a door, and verbally threatened
his siblings.  When he ran away it was a relief.  All of us were
completely exhausted.  We rejected committing Karl because of
the stigma and ineffectiveness of treatment.  From some fellow
adoptive parents we heard of a boarding school, run by a group
of American Christians, for behaviorally disordered youngsters
in the mountains of the Dominican Republic.  We spoke to its
representatives; we agonized.  We found some aspects of the
program not to our liking, but after considering the available
options, made arrangements to enroll him.  There were theo-
logical differences.  The quality of the educational program was
inferior to that of the local high school.  It was costly and we
couldn’t really afford it.  But the cost in suffering for the family
as a whole from having him at home we judged to be greater.
Karl wanted out of our family and was intrigued by the adven-
ture of the “D.R.”  He left in January, 1980 for what would be a
year and a half stay and completion of a high school course of
study.  In spite of the criticism of some social workers and Karl’s
school, who thought we had “overreacted” and decided “pre-
maturely,” we were at peace.  We knew our son was safe, and we
felt safe too.  We shed our tears and got on with our lives.

The program in the Dominican Republic was strictly behav-
ioral.  Karl earned privileges when he met the behavioral stan-
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dards and lost them when he didn’t.  He ran once.  But he knew
neither the language nor the geography and quickly learned that
conformity was his only ticket out.  The rest of the family visited
Karl there during his first summer.  It was exciting to see him
doing so well.  He expressed some ambivalence about being in
the program but pleasure with the progress he was making in
school.  By this time he had earned the right to be in a leadership
role in his house and was rightly proud of this accomplishment.
In the fall he wrote, describing the sadness he felt:  “When my
birthday comes I think about my birth parents.  I wonder who
they were and who I am.  I feel like a variable that has no end.  I
could be anything or I could be nothing.”  One year later he re-
turned for good.

We looked forward to Karl’s return.  But within twenty-four
hours of his arrival large motorcycles and strange friends ap-
peared in the driveway.  Once again he was testing boundaries.
He did not ask for advice or permission.  He expressed no hostil-
ity.  He simply pursued his own agenda in his own way.  We
were terribly disappointed but felt helpless to counter his per-
sonal choices.  That fall he became eighteen.  He commented,
“I’m free at last.”  I replied, “Your dad and I are free too.”  That
he was on his own, legally an adult, was understood by all of us.
He entered college that fall and stayed for two years, finishing
only a fraction of his courses and poorly at that. Typically he
began a semester with enthusiasm that waned halfway through
and finally evaporated altogether.  His friends were not serious
students.  He was finally not allowed to return.

Karl lived at home infrequently after that, preferring the com-
pany of those with very different values from our own.  He rap-
idly became a poly-drug abuser.  His primary drug of choice
was alcohol.  He moved frequently, often leaving things behind
that had once been precious to him.  I had given the children
christmas tree ornaments each year, commemorating a trip or a
special memory.  Dated, these marked the history of their early
years.  Karl’s collection was lost or stolen or perhaps disposed of
during this period.

During his twenties Karl existed marginally.  He worked spo-
radically at several low paying jobs where his attendance was
often spotty.  He married and divorced three times. He fathered
a male child who was placed in an adoptive home.  He dismissed
his antisocial, self-destructive behavior, stating he would be dead
before he was thirty anyway, so what difference did it make.
Karl’s nihilistic spirit was painful for us.  We had tried to instill a

love of life and of faith in him.  But now we considered the pos-
sibility that he might destroy himself and perhaps others as well.
Death seemed a distinct possibility and we thought about where
we might bury him.  We prayed that God would heal him or
take his life and committed him to God’s care.  I wished that he
could die while wanting for him the best that life can give.  At
times I wished that I could die too.

In the fall of 1994 as his third marriage disintegrated, Karl
was jailed after his first DUI (Driving Under the Influence) ar-
rest.  This resulted in a stiff fine and loss of his driver’s license.
Shortly thereafter he elected to see a psychiatrist who listened
carefully and told him he had likely been anxious and depressed
throughout his life; his substance use/abuse was his attempt to
self-medicate his fluctuating moods.  The drug Paxil was pre-
scribed.  We could see how different Karl was within a week.  He
was initially ambivalent about this change.  He did not know
himself apart from the depressed state and had to learn to ac-
cept unfamiliar feelings and a more positive relational style.
Gradually the clouds lifted and a different future seemed pos-
sible.  After twenty years of substance abuse he was sober and
could begin the process of rebuilding his life.  He became both a
successful full-time employee and college student, earning ex-
cellent grades while working full time.  He moved in with a
woman and her eight-year-old daughter.  They enjoyed fixing
up their house and planting flowers in the yard.  We enjoyed an
occasional picnic with them in their back yard around the um-
brella table he gave her for Mother’s Day last year.  We gave
thanks for these miracles in Karl’s life and prayed for stability
and future well-being.

But concerns about adoption policy and practice remain for
me.  I am repelled by the persistent romantic version of the adop-
tion story.  A bumper sticker, “Adoption not Abortion,” in my
opinion, typifies a simplistic approach to the complex realities
of adoption.  Open adoption is a move in the right direction since
it recognizes the importance of both birth and adoptive parents
to the adoptee.  However, I remain concerned about the earlier
generation of adoption triad members who must live under the
onus of the closed system.  Many remain in need and in pain,
confined by earlier policy which, supported by the likes of Ann
Landers, limits their well-being by denying them crucial infor-
mation.  In Michigan it is now legal for members of the adoption
triad to engage an intermediary to search for another triad mem-
ber with whom they desire contact while maintaining confiden-
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tiality.  When Karl’s birth-mother was contacted by the agency
intermediary, she was indignant.  Under no circumstances, dis-
tant or close, did she want anything to do with him.  He would
have been satisfied with so little from the woman whose abdo-
men bears the C-Section scar.

I am also concerned about current adoption practice.  Some-
where there is a young child in an adoptive family.  He is Karl’s
son.  How much do they know about his genetic heritage and
vulnerabilities?  Do they know he is at-risk for depression and
alcohol abuse?  Are they teaching moderation or abstinence?
Recent research suggests that co-occurring mental disorders and
addictive disorders typically show up in genetically predisposed
persons around the age of eleven (Kessler, Nelson, McGonagle,
Edlund & Frank, 1996),  Grafting a child to a family tree of strang-
ers is a worthy endeavor.  But it cannot be done without suffi-
cient, reliable information.  Whose responsibility is it to know
and convey such information?

It is, furthermore, not ethically correct social work practice to
place a child and leave the family to fend for itself.  In this era of
shrinking infant adoption and burgeoning international and
“special needs” adoption, the practice of “place and run” is un-
conscionable.  “Special needs” is often a euphemism for dam-
aged, neglected, multiply-abandoned children who have often
seen, heard and otherwise experienced what no child ever should.
Of course these children need and deserve homes.  However,
the agency and the adoptive family must commit to collabora-
tion with each other for the sake of the child for as long as it
takes.  And it may take a lifetime!  In my opinion, the needs of
the adoptee take ethical precedence over the claims of the birth-
mother, the adoptive family or the agency.  Adopted persons are
precisely those with the most to lose and the least power. The
state must also share the responsibility.  The availability of post-
adoption services in agencies, mandated in social policy is abso-
lutely essential.  In my experience, these are often considered an
expendable luxury by administrators and politicians.  In Michi-
gan it is becoming very difficult to get Adoption Subsidy for spe-
cial needs kids.  It has always been nearly impossible in infant
adoptions.  This is short-sighted and cruel to all those whose
lives are irrevocably affected.  Social work advocacy is required
here.  Who will advocate for this marginalized group if not so-
cial workers?  Who will demand that policy serve adopted per-
sons in such a way that they can reach their full human poten-
tial?  Professional helping that ignores environmental issues, in-

cluding the policy and practice link, cannot rightly be called so-
cial work practice.

Diversity sensitive social work practice demands that the
particular concerns of adoption triad members be heard and at-
tended to by professionals tirelessly pledged to sort out situ-
ational complexities and act in the best interests of the members
in creative ways.  Much can be done when workers are willing
to take risks rather than opt for “what we have always done.”
This also means rejecting traditional practices not supported by
current knowledge.  Perhaps we did not understand the inter-
play between nature and nurture correctly in 1964.  But we now
know that it is not an either/or question.  We know that genetics
plays a far greater role than we thought possible (Cadoret, Yates,
Troughton, Woodworth & Stewart, 1995).  We also know that a
rupture of the first maternal-infant relationship often leaves a
scar, remnant of a wound without conscious memory or words.
Practice has not fully taken into account the effects of this rup-
ture which every adopted person has experienced.  Although
rebellious youngsters appear similar, I would argue, with Cline
(1979), that the underlying issue for adoptees is more often their
failure to attach rather than their having been inadequately
parented.

Professionals should be willing, and would do well, to accept
knowledge from those closest to the issue: members of the adop-
tion triad itself.  We know and arrive at truth in different ways.
One of these ways is through experience.  Yet social work has
been reluctant to take seriously the experientially acquired knowl-
edge of persons closest to adoption.  I passionately wish I could
say that all the professionals we worked with over time listened
carefully and demonstrated a spirit of consistent, supportive
helpfulness.  Some have done so and we are grateful for them.
But in fact, the most helpful people have been the fellow
strugglers, the adoptive families, who have lived out their inno-
cently made commitments to parent children who are a mystery
to them.  These are the people who, more than anyone else, heard
our grief and graced us with their presence and care.  They gave
us what we needed most—a shoulder to cry on and the hope
that we would survive.

And we have survived.  This story is one of hope even as it is
one of pain.  Our marriage is still intact and we are reasonably
healthy.  Karl’s life is more stable.  His siblings are also grown.
Each is married and has children.  It is, they say, unlikely that
they could or would adopt.  They have memories and some of
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them are painful.  Because they experienced hurt in their rela-
tionship with Karl, they believe they could not bring needed
objectivity to an adopted child.  Each of us has coped in various
ways.  Some have opted for therapy while others have not.  Our
younger children maintain some distance from their brother.
We have accepted the reality that they may never be warm
friends.

Perhaps you are wondering why I would want to tell this
story publicly.  Simply said, it has long been a goal.  Through-
out this experience I often said, “Someday I’m going to write a
book!”  Perhaps this effort is the beginning of that project.  But
there are more compelling reasons.  I am convinced that this is a
story that must be told.  Alcoholics Anonymous has a saying:
secrets make you sick.  In our family this document has pro-
vided opportunity for unpacking the past, a past not easily
raised.  This has been healing for each of us.  I was fearful about
giving it to Karl.  He was doing so well.  Would it set him back?
Would he respond angrily or defensively?  On the contrary, he
was appreciative.  He had no memory of some of the incidents
described.  We talked about hurts and gave and received apolo-
gies.  We discussed parenting since he is now in a position to
occupy the parenting role with his partner.  He showed it to a
co-worker, an adoptive parent struggling with a teen, as a means
of encouragement and support.  It cemented a friendship be-
tween them.  It is my hope that parents with difficult children
will understand that they are not alone, that things change, that
they and their children can have relatively healthy relationships
after the storms have passed.

Living this story has, furthermore, profoundly shaped the
way I view the practice of social work.  I am skeptical about
claims of professional expertise.  Although the social worker
has acquired certain skills and understandings about people and
the social environment, the worker doesn’t know everything.
The client is the expert in matters pertaining to their lived expe-
rience.  When I wanted attention paid to adoption issues, ge-
netics and biochemistry, I was not, I believe, trying to usurp the
prerogatives of the worker or call into question the worker’s
competence.  Nor was I attempting to deny any family prob-
lems.  As a primary stakeholder and a thoughtful human being,
I considered my perspective important to the goals we were
working on together.  I expected to be a participant on the team;
the deficits-driven, worker-as-expert model didn’t promote that.
More than any hired helper, I longed for my son to be well and

for the pain to end.  Being a professional helper requires humil-
ity in balance with knowledge.  It is my hope that clients and
professionals alike will be encouraged to value and respect each
other in the important relationships they forge together and do
all they can to make these relationships humane.

Just as social work does not have all the answers to adoption’s
challenges, neither does the faith community.  Many churches
and Christians find emotional problems disturbing and difficult
to respond to, while physical problems are more readily accepted.
As a result they find it hard to faithfully walk beside families in
which there is an acting out youngster.  Doesn’t scripture, after
all, instruct parents to train up children in the right way and
infer the promise that children will then do the right thing?  And
isn’t an acting out child evidence that the parents have failed in
some fundamental way?  Christians speak generally about “fam-
ily values,” but what does this buzz phrase have to say to fami-
lies with difficult children?  I support efforts to make and keep
families strong and safe for all members.  But I also feel for fami-
lies that don’t measure up to the model Christian family.  We
often carry shame, experience loneliness and grieve in isolation,
while continuing to rub elbows with fellow church members ei-
ther unable or unwilling to care sensitively or inured to our pain.
Our grief is not only for ourselves but for our children who suf-
fer, whose suffering we are powerless to end.  We grieve because
we long for wholeness, for God’s shalom, for them, for us, for
our families.  We grieve because our prayers go unanswered and
because we feel alienated from other Christians and from God.

It would probably be fair to say that most Christians oppose
abortion and support adoption.  I agree with them in general.
Yet I often find this stance naive and superficial.  While Chris-
tians rally to causes which support the right of the fetus to con-
tinued life, as a group they are far less concerned about how the
child fares after it is born.  How often have Christians rallied to
demand that justice be done with regard to Adoption Subsidy
funds or the right of adoptees to all of the available information
about themselves held by various agencies?  It seems to me that
a consistent pro-life stance demands that the Christian commu-
nity be at least as vigorous in advocating for measures to assure
that adoptees have opportunities to become all that God desires
and intends them to be.

There is little awareness, in my experience in the faith com-
munity, of the particular issues confronting adopted persons and
their families.  For example, those who are not adopted have
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difficulty putting themselves in the adoptee’s experience of hav-
ing very limited knowledge of their own history, or knowing a
painful history.  Most of us know what kind of people we came
from, we have pregnancy and birth stories that are ours alone,
we know how the pieces of our family tree fit together.  Most of
us know that our parents, siblings, grandparents and other ex-
tended family are part of who we are.  We know ourselves by
particular, sometimes peculiar ancestors, historical events and
geographical locations.  But none of this is true for the adopted
person.  The longings of the adoptee to know him/herself fully
are both appropriate and normal, and do not imply rejection of
the family by which the adoptee was “chosen.”  That Christians
have all been chosen or adopted by God in Christ (Romans 8, 9;
Ephesians 1) is sometimes used to normalize adoption, and to
some extent the comparison works.  However God’s adoption is
not the same as human adoption conducted according to the rules
established by society.  God adopts us, the human creatures he
knows with the creator’s perfect knowledge, out of pure grace.
We continually turn away from him.  He remains faithful to us.
And He supplies us with a multitude of stories, recorded in the
Old and New Testaments, designed to teach us who we are in
relation to him.  In human adoption neither are our motives so
pure nor are our available resources so well designed.  Still each
of us—families, professionals, the Christian community—com-
mits to diligently do the best we can with the limited informa-
tion and finite resources we have at the time, trusting that God,
who knows the whole, will bless our faithfulness. ❖
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Giving and taking help, (Revised Edition)
Alan Keith-Lucas (1994).  St. Davids, PA:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  $15.00.

ALAN KEITH-LUCAS' GIVING AND TAKING HELP, FIRST PUB-
lished in 1972, has become a classic in the social work literature
on the helping relationship.  It has been used by several genera-
tions of social work students, social work practitioners, and other
helpers to gain a balanced, wise, and humane perspective on the
nature of the helping process.  It continues to be cited by authors
of major texts in social work practice methods.

This 1994 edition has been extensively revised and updated
by Dr. Keith-Lucas.  It will be of even more help than the origi-
nal to Christians and social workers interested in good helping
practice and in the responsible integration of faith and practice.

Giving and taking help is a uniquely clear, straightforward, sen-
sible, and wise examination of what is involved in the helping
process—the giving and taking of help.  It reflects on perenial
issues and themes yet is grounded in highly practice-based and
pragmatic realities.  It respects both the potential and limitations
of social science inunderstanding the nature of persons and the
helping process.  It does not shy away from confronting issues
of values, ethics, and world views.  It is at the same time pro-
foundly personal yet reaching the theoretical and generalizable.
It has a point of view.

When you read Giving and Taking Help, you get the sense that
you are hearing a real person who has really cared about help-
ing others and who has spent rich hours both in trying to help
and reflecting on that attempt.

Hearts strangely warmed:  Reflections on biblical passages
relevant to social work
Lawrence E. Ressler (Editor).  (1994).  St. Davids, PA:  North American
Association of Christians in Social Work.  $6.00.

HEARTS STRANGELY WARMED:  REFLECTIONS ON BIBLICAL PAS-
ages relevant to social work is a collection of devotional readings or
reflective essays on 42 scriptures pertinent to social work edited
by Lawrence E. Ressler.  The passages demonstrate the ways the
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Bible can be a source of hope, inspiration, and conviction to so-
cial workers.

The title of the book comes from the words of John Wesley
about a specific moment in his Christian pilgrimage.  After strug-
gling for a number of years with faith questions, after hearing
someone read Luther's preface to The epistle of Romans, he stated
"I felt my heart strangely warmed.  I felt I did trust in Christ,
Christ alone for Salvation; and an assurance was given me that
He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the
law of sin and death."

Hearts strangely warmed is intended to bring encouragement
to you as you work to bring health, wholeness, and reconcilia-
tion to those in need, and to give you strength and insights to do
the work God has called you to.  It can be used effectively as a
devotional guide.

Contributors to Hearts strangely wamred include Diana Gar-
land, Donoso Escobar, Alan Keith-Lucas, Ann Davis, Pat Bailey,
Raymond Bailey, Sarah Willoughby, and Ricky Creech, among
others.
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Integrating faith and practice:  A history of the North American
Association of Christians in Social Work
Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1994).  St. Davids, PA:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  $6.00.

BEGUN IN 1950 AS THE EVANGELICAL SOCIAL WORK CON-
ference, NACSW is now in its fifth decade.  Integrating faith and
practice is a history of the North American Association of Chris-
tians in Social Work, tracing its development from its genesis at
Wheaton College, under the passionate leadership of Dr.
Lamberta Voget, through the homeless years of 1963-1980, char-
acterized by both serious discussion about disbanding as well as
the most dramatic growth in NACSW's history, to the most re-
cent period with its headquarters in St. Davids, Pennsylvania
with Ed Kuhlmann as Executive Director.

Integrating Faith and Practice describes the association's search
for identity and purpose.  It summarizes the activities which have
been undertaken over the years.  Most importantly, it names and
honors the efforts of many who have tried to find ways to inte-
grate Christian faith and the profession of social work.

So you want to be a social worker:  A primer for the Christian
student
Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1985).  St. Davids, PA:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  Social Work Practice Monograph Series.  $6.00.

PUBLICATIONS

SO YOU WANT TO BE A SOCIAL WORKER:  A PRIMER FOR THE
Christian student has proven itself to be an invaluable resource
for both students and practitioners who are concerned about the
responsible integration of their Christian faith and competent,
ethical professional practice.

This monograph is a thoughtful, clear, and brief distillation
of practice wisdom and responsible guidelines regarding
perrenial questions which arise when we take both our Chris-
tian faith and our professional social work practice seriously.  Dr.
Keith-Lucas concisely addresses issues such as the nature of our
roles, our ethical and spiritual responsibilities, the fallacy of "im-
position of values," the problem of sin, and the need for both
courage and humility.

So you want to be a social worker:  A primer for the Christian stu-
dent was originally prepared with students in mind, both those
in Christian colleges and those in secular colleges and universi-
ties, and it has been adopted as an important supplemental text
in many accredited social work programs in Christian colleges.
However, the book has been discovered and appreciated by many
Christian social work practitioners while they are in the field,
facing the issues addressed in the book every day.

Church social work:  Helping the whole person in the context of
the church
Diana R. Garland (Editor).  (1992).  St. Davids, PA:  North American
Association of Christians in Social Work.  $13.00 U.S., $14.56 Canadian.

Encounters with children:  Stories that help us understand and
help them
Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1991).  St. Davids, PA:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  $6.00 U.S., $6.72 Canadian.
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Spirit-Led Helping:  A Model for Evangelical Social Work
Counseling
William E. Consiglio.  (1987).  St. Davids:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  Social Work Practice Monograph Series.  $6.00
U.S., $6.72 Canadian.

A Christian response to domestic violence:  A reconciliation
model for social workers
Cathy Suttor and Howard Green.  (1985).  St. Davids:  North American
Association of Christians in Social Work.  Social Work Practice Monograph
Series.  $6.00 U.S., $6.72 Canadian.

To order a copy of any of the above publications, please send a check for the price
plus $2.00 shipping and handling.  (A 20% discount for members or for pur-
chases of at least 10 copies is available.)  Checks should be made payable to
NACSW and mailed with your request to:  NACSW, P.O. Box 121, Botsford,
CT  06404-0121.  Email:  NACSW@aol.com  FAX/Phone orders:  (203) 270-
8780.

Alice Allein Jackson, DSW, BCD, LMSW-ACP, clinical social worker with the
Samaritan Center for Counseling and Education and NACSW Board Member,
is the Book Review Editor for Social Work and Christianity.  If you are inter-
ested in receiving books to review or if you have book reviews you would like to
submit for consideration for publication, please write her at 3742 Laura Leigh,
Friendswood, TX  77058 or call at 713-992-5194 (H), 7l3-480-7554 (O).

The poor you have with you always:  Concepts of aid to the
poor in the western world from biblical times to the present
Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1989).  St. Davids:  North American Association of
Christians in Social Work.  $12.95 U.S., $14.50 Canadian.




