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The Promise and Perils  
of Anti-Oppressive  
Practice For Christians in 
Social Work education

James R. Vanderwoerd

Anti-oppressive practice (AOP) has emerged, particularly within the British 
Commonwealth countries, as one of the primary approaches to realizing social 
work’s historic commitment to social justice. Despite the promise of AOP to 
advance the profession’s capacity to advocate on behalf of societies’ most vulner-
able groups, it poses a serious challenge to social workers who hold orthodox 
religious beliefs, including Christians. This paper describes the key principles 
of AOP, assesses its strengths and weaknesses, and shows what aspects of AOP 
are incompatible with a Christian worldview and what aspects are compatible 
with and can be embraced by Christian social work educators.

Anti-oppressive practice (aop) has emerged, particularly 
within the British Commonwealth countries, as one of the primary 
approaches to realizing social work’s historic commitment to social 

justice (Baines, 2011a; Dominelli, 2002; Mullaly, 2010; Strier & Binyamin, 
2014). The link between challenging oppression and the profession’s com-
mitment to social justice is confirmed in the profession’s educational policy 
statements, codes of ethics, and professional policy standards in the USA, 
Canada, Great Britain, and internationally (Austin, 2014; Hodge, 2010; 
Robbins, 2011; Todd & Coholic, 2007).

Despite the promise of AOP to advance the profession’s capacity to 
advocate on behalf of societies’ most vulnerable groups, an analysis of 
AOP’s underlying principles exposes differences between “orthodox” and 
“progressive” worldviews among social workers. As described by Hodge 
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(2005), drawing on the work of Hunter (1991), persons holding an ortho-
dox worldview tend to derive their values from an external and transcendent 
source often rooted in a theistic religious belief system (Hodge, Wolfer, 
Limb, & Nadir, 2009), whereas persons holding a progressive worldview 
understand truth as being more subjective and as constructed by humans 
themselves rather than an external source.

As will be shown below, since AOP is situated within a progressive 
worldview, it can pose a serious challenge to social workers who hold or-
thodox beliefs, including Christians (Pon, 2007; Todd & Coholic, 2007; 
Vanderwoerd, 2010). AOP proponents have been critical of the worldviews 
of orthodox persons and have even questioned whether such persons should 
be excluded from the social work profession (Buila, 2010; Dessel, Bolen, 
& Shephardson, 2011; Hodge, 2011; Melcher, 2008; Pon, 2007). Further, 
some authors have argued that the social work profession should solidify 
its commitment to specific progressive causes, such as abortion and diverse 
sexual and gender identities and expressions, by requiring acceptance of 
these causes by social work students (Ely, Flaherty, Akers, & Noland, 2012; 
Melendez & LaSala, 2006; Spano & Koenig, 2007).

Anti-oppressive practice can be described as a comprehensive approach 
that explicitly links critical analysis with action. Although, as noted above, 
the term anti-oppressive practice is used more commonly in the British Com-
monwealth countries, it is closely linked to similar approaches in social 
work such as radical (Galper, 1975; Reisch & Andrews, 2001), progressive 
(Miller-Cribbs, Cagle, Natale, & Cummings, 2010; Mullaly, 2001; Murdach, 
2010; Wright, 2014), and critical (Hick, Fook, & Pozzuto, 2005) social work, 
and has particularly emerged as part of the profession’s refocusing on social 
justice (Austin, 2014; Finn & Jacobson, 2003; Hodge, 2010; Lundy, 2004; 
Morgaine & Capous-Desyllas, 2015; Ritter, 2013). The anti-oppressive aspect 
focuses on identifying and exposing unequal and unjust social arrangements 
that result in oppression; the practice aspect moves this analysis from simply 
an intellectual exercise into concrete ways of working that seek to transform 
social structures and practices to become more inclusive and equal.

AOP has its roots in a variety of more progressive, even radical, streams 
both within (Dominelli, 2010; Robbins, 2011; Wagner & Yee, 2011) and 
beyond social work (Bishop, 2005; Dalrymple & Burke, 2006; Grabb, 2007). 
Advocates for feminist practice, anti-racism, post-colonialist, queer theory, 
and others (Baines, 2011b; Mullaly, 2010) began to recognize their overlap-
ping issues and common ground and began to build coalitions that brought 
together their unique perspectives to build a more robust and overarching 
critical approach that exposed the multiple and intersecting dynamics of 
oppression (Hick, 2002; Hick, et al, 2005). Focusing on the common theme 
of oppression that was present in other forms of progressive resistance, AOP 
emerged as an umbrella term in the 1990s to unite these disparate critical 
approaches into a coherent and comprehensive focus on oppression as the 
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common denominator (Baines, 2011b; Dalrymple & Burke, 2006; Hick, 
2002; Robbins, 2011; Shera, 2003; Wagner & Yee, 2011).

What principles of AOP can be affirmed and taught, and what prin-
ciples should be rejected? How can Christian social work educators sort out 
the contradictory claims of AOP with a Christian worldview? This article 
provides an overview of AOP’s ideological and theoretical foundations, its 
key principles, and how AOP contributes to social work’s pursuit of social 
justice. The article then assesses AOP from a Christian worldview, high-
lighting areas of common ground, but also exposing areas where AOP and 
a Christian perspective are at odds. Finally, the article concludes with some 
initial suggestions for how AOP can be incorporated into the curriculum of 
Christian social work education as a way to prepare social work graduates 
for practice that challenges oppression.

The Promise of Anti-Oppressive Practice

AOP is a comprehensive perspective that holds great promise for 
illuminating the realities of social injustice and inequality. AOP can be a 
powerful tool that Christians in social work can use to uncover these reali-
ties not only in the lives of their clients, but also in social workers’ own 
workplaces, churches, and communities. Further, AOP provides a coherent 
set of guidelines that social workers can incorporate into their professional 
practice to aid them in becoming agents of change for justice, rather than 
inadvertently reproducing systems of oppression. 

Three core themes of AOP are 1) a focus on multiple and intersecting 
aspects of identity beyond simply race, class, or gender; 2) an explicit analysis 
of structural and political contexts that produce and reproduce oppression 
and privilege; and 3) an explicit call to action in which social workers are 
enjoined not to remain neutral, but rather to intentionally work to challenge 
oppression in their everyday interactions both personally and professionally 
(Dominelli, 2002; Lee, Sammon & Dumbrill, 2014; Mullaly, 2010). An elabo-
ration of each of these themes illustrates the promise of AOP to contribute to 
the capacity of Christians in social work education to facilitate their students’ 
learning to understand and address the dynamics of oppression.

Multiple Identities as Both Privileged and Oppressed

A critical analysis of the multiple dynamics of identity is one of the key 
contributions of AOP. According to this analysis, each person’s identity con-
sists of multiple aspects that interact in dynamic ways to position a person 
as both privileged and oppressed, depending, of course, on the social con-
text. A multiple analysis of identity goes beyond the oft-identified dynamics 
of race, gender, and class, pushing further to reveal many other aspects of 
identity including sexuality, ability, religion, age, education, occupation, and 
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so on. As described by Mullaly (2010), the theoretical analysis of identity 
and oppression has progressed from a simplistic recognition of the multiple 
intersections of identity to a more complex consideration of how multiple 
aspects of identity exist within a dynamic “web of oppression” (p. 198).

In a simpler intersectional analysis, an oft-cited example is an African 
American woman who experiences oppression not in two ways (i.e., as an 
African American and as a woman), but also in a third way as an African 
American woman. The web of oppression goes beyond this simple additive 
approach to posit identity as a complex and shifting set of characteristics 
in which each person experiences a blend of both oppression and privilege 
that depends on interactions with other persons in a given social context 
(Sisneros, Stakeman, Joyner & Schmitz, 2008).

Figure 1 shows a “generic” web of oppression that displays how 
some of the more common identity aspects contribute to oppression and 
privilege in North American society (Sisneros et al., 2008, p. 87; see also 
Morgaine & Capous-Desyllas, 2015, p. 21; Mullaly, 2010, p. 198). At first 
glance, this web seems to reveal patterns of oppression and privilege that 
are already well understood. Within each identity segment on the web, a 
person can be labelled as having either greater or less privilege and power. 
Within ethnicity and race, for example, it is no surprise that persons who 
are white have the greatest privilege, while other groups have less. The web 
of oppression reveals the hierarchies of unequal access to privilege within 
each aspect of identity; generally, the farther one’s identity characteristics 
are to the periphery of the web, the less privilege one has.

Two critical insights flow from this approach to understanding the 
multiplicity of identities and how these contribute to patterns of oppres-
sion and privilege. First, when one attempts to locate oneself on the web, 
it becomes apparent that a person can experience both oppression and 
privilege simultaneously. Imagine, for example, Sofia, a 31-year old Mexican 
American woman who has graduated with her BSW, has a visa enabling 
her to work in the USA, and has just landed her first social work job as a 
community outreach worker for a Catholic social services organization. An 
examination of the web of oppression would show that she is privileged as 
an educated, middle class professional who is able-bodied, affiliated with 
Catholic Christianity, and (presumably) heterosexual. At the same time, 
however, she also experiences oppression as a woman, as Latina, and as a 
foreign-born (but English speaking) immigrant.

But is this analysis of privilege and oppression static? No, because 
the web is not intended to portray a generic arrangement of privileges and 
oppression. Rather, the web constantly changes as it is applied to particular 
social contexts. So, if Sofia were to quit her job with the Catholic agency 
to work as a Spanish speaking caseworker for an AIDS advocacy organiza-
tion, she might expect to see that her identity as heterosexual and Catholic 
might shift more to the periphery of the web within the identity aspects 
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of sexual orientation and spirituality/religion. On the other hand, if Sofia 
moved back to her home village in rural Mexico to provide reproductive 
and health programs for women and girls, she might find that her status as 
a U.S.-educated and English-speaking professional marginalizes her within 
the social context of her village and extended family, where traditional roles 
for women are prized and where professional American education and 
influence might be regarded with suspicion and even hostility.

The web of oppression, then, reveals the complexity of oppression and 
privilege in two ways. First, each person can be both privileged and op-
pressed. Second, the specific interplay of oppression and privilege is always 
changing as one’s social context changes. This understanding of oppression 
is a powerful tool that can be used to detect the subtle and shifting dynam-
ics of oppression that exist in virtually every social context. Not only do 
changing social contexts reveal shifts in the hierarchical arrangements of 
different aspects of identity, but also different social contexts reveal distinct 
aspects of identity that have greater salience in some contexts and are, 
perhaps, non-existent or irrelevant in other contexts.

Figure 1: The Web of Oppression*

*(Sisneros et al., 2008, p. 87).
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This can be illustrated further in the example in Figure 2, where a web 
of oppression is used to analyze and map the arrangements of privilege and 
oppression in a Christian institution of higher learning affiliated with the 
Reformed tradition. Note that this analysis is unavoidably limited since it 
is beyond the scope of this paper to provide a full analysis of the complex 
dynamics of oppression and privilege in institutions of higher learning. 
Nevertheless, this example shows how the web of oppression might be 
applied to a particular social context.

In this particular setting in higher education, certain identity aspects 
emerge as more important. In academic contexts, status and rank are related 
to one’s position as faculty, staff, or student, as well as the level of education 
one has attained. In a Christian, denominationally-affiliated institution of 
higher education, identity characteristics such as family status, where one’s 
children attend school, and denominational membership all are important 

Figure 2: An Example of a Web of Oppression in the Context of a
Denominationally Affiliated Christian University**

**Note that this is not intended to depict the actual state of affairs at any specific university. Rather, the 
intent is to show how the web of oppression can be used to reveal and map the dynamics of oppression 
and privilege in a specific social context (see Sisneros et al., 2008, ch. 6; Mullaly, 2010, ch. 7).
*CRC = Christian Reformed Church
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markers of status and privilege. Using a web of oppression analysis reveals 
that the determination of privilege and oppression is not universal or abso-
lute, but rather is a complex process in which the dominant group (which 
is itself determined by the context) subtly shapes the discourse regarding 
which aspects of identity are marked as important and what characteristics 
of each identity aspect are considered to be more or less favorable.

Christians both within social work (Hogewoning, 2012) and beyond 
(Volf, 2002; 1996) have explored the importance of identity and its connec-
tion to power imbalances and injustice in relationships between persons. 
As humans, we seem to find it difficult to escape our tribal tendencies to 
divide the world between “us” and “them”. The web of oppression can be 
profitably incorporated into a Christian social work education curriculum 
as a tool to equip social work students to improve their capacity to ana-
lyze the way multiple aspects of identity are implicated in relationships of 
dominance and oppression. Using the web in this way could be helpful 
in highlighting how identities of both privilege and oppression shape and 
constrain persons by imposing particular roles and expectations.

Structural and Systemic Analysis of Oppression

From this analysis of the multiplicity of identity, it becomes clear 
that a second major theme of AOP is the explicit focus on a structural and 
systemic analysis. In fact, it is no surprise that AOP is closely related to 
and has emerged from structural social work, which explicitly focuses its 
attention on the structures of social contexts rather than the individual in 
order to understand and address injustice and inequality (Carniol, 2005; 
Hick et al., 2005; Lee at al., 2014; Lundy, 2004; Mullaly, 2007). A structural 
approach to injustice and oppression has its historic roots in the radical and 
progressive threads that have always been intertwined in the social work 
tapestry (Reisch & Andrews, 2001; Specht & Courtney, 1994).

Rooted in and drawing on conflict theory and Marxism (Galper, 1975; 
Lundy, 2004; Robbins, 2011), a structural approach zeroes in on how the 
political and economic structures are systematically arranged to protect 
and extend the privileges of dominant groups (usually white, middle class, 
heterosexual, educated, Protestant men) at the expense of various marginal-
ized groups. Structural social work views social problems as being caused by 
unjust arrangements rather than individual abilities. A structural social work 
approach rejects a meritocratic system in which it is assumed that a person’s 
skills, efforts, and choices determine their access to resources and privilege. 
Instead, a structural approach shows how access to resources and power 
are not randomly distributed in a given population (which is what would 
be expected in a true meritocracy), but rather follow predictable patterns.

AOP’s structural analysis of social problems provides a provocative 
lens that challenges North American society’s individualistic ways of un-
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derstanding injustice and inequality. For example, decades of research in 
the distribution of poverty in both the U.S. and Canada provide empirical 
evidence of the non-random distribution of wealth that a structural analysis 
predicts (Kushnick & Jennings, 1999; Lian & Matthews, 1998; O’Connor, 
2001; Rank, 2004; Raphael, 2011). This research unequivocally shows that 
if you want to know who is more likely to be poor, you need only look at the 
outside of a person, not the inside. In other words, the visible markings of a 
person’s race, ethnicity, social class, gender, religion, sexual orientation, or 
age can tell you more about that person’s future prospects than what’s on the 
inside—their motivations, effort, skills, intelligence, and strength. This, of 
course, flies in the face of the individualistic, meritocracy myth in which we 
fervently believe that we can determine our own future by the sheer force of 
our own will and determination. AOP’s emphasis of structural and systemic 
dynamics shifts the analysis from a person’s individual traits and character-
istics to the political and economic systems in which that person is situated.

The structural perspective in AOP is unabashedly derived from a re-
formulation of conflict theory in which the goal is to transform the political 
and economic structures of society towards a collectivist and egalitarian 
arrangement. However, proponents of this view are quick to point out that 
an AOP approach seeks to implement this vision in a new, more progres-
sive way that overcomes longstanding critiques in which Marxism is ac-
cused of being top-down, racist, sexist, and paternalistic (Mullaly, 2007). 
Nevertheless, Mullaly (2007) unequivocally summarizes the structural 
approach as follows:

Given this view of social problems, structural social workers 
seek to change the social system and not the individuals 
who receive, through no fault of their own, the results of 
defective social arrangements. Thus, the goal of structural 
social work is twofold: (1) to alleviate the negative effects 
on people of an exploitative and alienating social order, and 
(2) to transform the conditions and social structures that 
cause these negative effects…. The ultimate goal of struc-
tural social work is to contribute to the transformation of 
our current society to one that is more congruent with our 
reconstituted socialist principles. (p. 245, 247)

As this quote makes clear, the structural theme within AOP highlights the 
political and economic casualties of capitalism. AOP proponents are not shy 
about openly criticizing the way a capitalist political economy generates great 
wealth but distributes it unequally and, in their opinion, unfairly; or, to put 
it even more starkly: that capitalism is fundamentally oppressive (Dominelli, 
2002; Ferguson & Lavolette, 2007; Lavalette, 2011; Mullaly, 2007).

Of course, there has always been a strand within social work that 
is critical of capitalism (Dolgoff & Feldstein, 2013; Dominelli, 2010; 
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Prigoff, 2000; Reisch & Andrews, 2001), but what is unique about AOP 
is not just attention to the unequal distribution of wealth in capitalist 
societies but to the infinite and subtle processes within such societies that 
regulate and reproduce relationships of privilege and oppression. Draw-
ing on social reproduction theory (Macleod, 2009) among others, AOP’s 
structural theme seeks to uncover how political and economic systems of 
inequality are taught, reinforced, communicated, and enforced in multiple 
institutional contexts throughout society such as families, schools, media, 
business, politics, and labour (Mullaly, 2010). This structural theme, then, 
goes deeper than the political and economic systems themselves, but also 
investigates the underlying cultural practices that undergird these systems. 
An anti-oppressive analysis of cultural practices includes an exploration of 
how language is used to rationalize and justify oppressive patterns while 
simultaneously minimizing attention to them (Dominelli, 2002; for more 
about cultural analysis, discourse analysis and related themes in AOP, see 
especially Mullaly, 2010, chapters 3–5).

Undoubtedly Christians disagree about the relative merits of capital-
ist versus socialist economic systems (Carlson-Thies & Skillen, 1996; 
Schlossberg, Samuel & Sider, 1994). Nevertheless, AOP’s focus on structural 
systems of injustice is an important and necessary corrective to a North 
American Christianity that all too often focuses excessively on personal 
piety, accepts individualistic explanations of social problems, and remains 
blind to structural analyses of inequality (Labberton, 2007; Sider, 2005; 
Walsh & Keesmaat, 2004; Wolterstorff, 2013; 1983).

Using an AOP lens can enhance the capacity of Christians in social 
work to detect the underlying systems of injustice that shape the lives of 
vulnerable groups. Christian social work educators can draw on AOP’s 
theoretical analyses to explore with students how structural factors operate 
to constrain opportunities for marginalized groups while providing subtle 
advantages for dominant groups. Further, AOP’s focus on systemic injustice 
provides an additional and compelling rationale for the continued inclu-
sion of macro practice within Christian social work education curricula 
(Vanderwoerd, 2008). AOP reminds Christians in social work that politics 
matter, that the society in which we live is not neutral or benign, that the 
“principalities and powers” (Ephesians 6) are real, and that we are called to 
expose and challenge them (Berry, 2010; Stackhouse, 1987; Wallis, 2011; 
Wolterstorff, 2006; Yoder, 1972).

Anti-Oppressive Processes and Practices

It might seem from our discussion so far that the dynamics of op-
pression that AOP addresses are usually manifested in direct and visible 
ways. But, as already hinted at above, the third theme makes it clear that 
oppression is often subtly present in our everyday interactions. Capturing 
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the feminist aphorism that the “personal is political,” AOP is not just about 
an abstract and detached analysis of the dynamics of oppression and privi-
lege. Rather, it is about practice. How do social workers actually carry out 
their day-to-day relationships with clients, co-workers, supervisors, other 
professionals, friends, family members, and neighbours in a way that does 
not inadvertently mimic the patterns of oppression and privilege revealed 
in our multiple identities and societal structures?

Many social work authors note the dual focus—and tension—inherent 
in AOP in seeking to alleviate the immediate consequences of oppression 
in the lives of their clients while simultaneously addressing the broader 
structural systems and processes that create oppression (Baines, 2011a; 
Dominelli, 2002; Morgain & Capous-Desyllas, 2015; Mullaly, 2007, 2010; 
Robbins, 2011; Strier & Binyamin, 2014). As Dominelli (2002) explains, 
“Although a particular social worker may focus on a one-to-one relation-
ship with a client, their interaction occurs within a broader societal and 
organizational context which cannot be ignored” (p. 88). In other words, 
AOP is as much about processes as outcomes; it is not just what we do 
but how we do it that matters. As Baines (2011a) emphasizes, “Basically, 
AOP comes down to social workers having to deal with class, race, gender, 
sexual orientation, and other forms of oppression in everyday life, using 
a unique lens or framework through which to understand, question, and 
improve practice” (p. 50). AOP is not just a perspective that helps us see 
injustices “out there” and seek to reduce them, but also a way of working 
that reflexively focuses on how each of us is directly implicated in oppres-
sive ways of working.

AOP proponents and educators readily acknowledge that translating 
theoretical analyses of oppression into concrete and practical ways of work-
ing is complex, difficult, and at times frustrating (Baines, 2011c; Collins 
& Wilkie, 2010; Dudziak, 2002; Hughes, Chau, James, & Sherman, 2003; 
Poole, 2010; Sinclair & Albert, 2008; Strier & Binyamin, 2014). Despite these 
challenges, however, AOP advocates remain steadfast in their commitment 
to action. Drawing on the theoretical insights regarding multiple identities 
described above, this action begins with social workers acknowledging how 
their own aspects of identity position them as both privileged and oppressed. 
An AOP social worker comes to understand that the dynamics of oppression 
impact not only her clients, but also herself.

Thus, incorporating AOP into the social work curriculum means more 
than teaching “us” about “them,” which AOP critics have argued can be 
a limitation of the cultural competence approach to diversity (Dominelli, 
2002; Mullaly, 2010; Parrott, 2009; Williams, 2003). Rather, an AOP ap-
proach highlights the importance of raising one’s own consciousness about 
the realities of privilege and exposing the dynamics of oppression in one’s 
own life (Dominelli, 2002; Mullaly, 2010, ch. 10; Sakamoto & Pittner, 
2005). In social work education, instructors can use an AOP approach to 
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facilitate safe spaces where students can work individually and together to 
identify various aspects of their identities and reflect on how these identities 
emerge in different contexts to create relationships of privilege and oppres-
sion (Jeffrey, 2007; Todd & Coholic, 2007; Tremblay, 2003; Wehbi, 2003). 
AOP social workers have developed a growing repertoire of approaches 
with various populations and in areas of practice including addictions, 
child welfare, children’s mental health, community organizing, domestic 
violence, public social services, older adults, organizational change, street 
youth, persons with disabilities, psychotherapy, and welfare (Baines, 2011a; 
Hick et al., 2005; Larson, 2008; Shera, 2003; Strier & Binyamin, 2014).

An AOP lens can be helpful in recognizing the realities of power in 
relationships between social workers and their clients. Social workers must 
become aware of the identity dynamics that shape their own interactions 
with clients and in particular, to understand what forms of power each 
holds. Failure to do so leaves open the possibility that a social worker 
might inadvertently perpetuate oppression even as he attempts to build a 
relationship with a client. To be sure, this is not easy. Nevertheless, AOP 
advocates suggest that negotiating relationships of shared power begins 
with the social worker taking the responsibility to name the powers and 
“put them on the table.”

For example, imagine John, a 23-year old newly-minted MSW gradu-
ate. John thrives in an academic environment and graduated at the top of 
his class. He is strong on book knowledge, but with little practical expe-
rience beyond his field placements. Nevertheless, he is eager to put his 
skills into practice in his first job as a counselor in student services at a 
large university. His first client is Nora, a 37-year-old single mother of four 
children aged 11 to 21. After almost twenty years of living on welfare, she 
has finally managed to go to school to pursue a degree. However, she has 
struggled with depression for most of her adult life, and when the stress 
piles up in her first semester, she goes to student services for help. What 
dynamics of oppression and privilege are at play when Nora sits down in 
John’s office for the first time? Without AOP, John might plunge right in and 
invite Nora to talk about her concerns. However, using an AOP approach, 
John knows that as the person with more power in this relationship, it is 
his responsibility to intentionally address some of the more visible aspects 
of identity that create a power imbalance.

As shown in Figure 3, we can think of this as a process in which John 
learns to identify and name the “elephants in the room.” The “elephants” 
are those aspects of identity of both the social worker (John) and the client 
(Nora) that operate together to create a complex dynamic of both oppres-
sion and privilege. We think of them as “elephants in the room” because 
although they have an unmistakable influence on the relationship, we often 
ignore them or pretend they’re not there.
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Figure 3: The “Elephants in the Room”

To avoid missing the elephants in the room, an AOP approach incor-
porates the following five areas (Dominelli, 2002; Mullaly, 2010; Shera, 
2003) that a social worker could employ in working with a client to build 
a relationship based on shared power (see Appendix 1 for “starters” that 
can be used for each of these five areas):

1. Identity formation: The social worker can facilitate an under-
standing of the various identities of both the social worker and 
the client that are at play in the relationship; this could begin 
with the social worker acknowledging her or his own identity 
and how it interacts with the client’s identity in this specific 
relationship context.

2. Client voice/agency: The social worker opens up the client’s right 
to be a decision-maker in the relationship, rather than assum-
ing that as the one with professional power, the social worker 
would set the agenda and retain the right to decision-making. 
This would include that the client has the right to disclose what 
aspects of identity are relevant and to describe and interpret 
what these mean (rather than the social worker assuming he 
understands the client’s reality).

3. Power: The social worker and client can identify and negotiate 
the amount and types of power that each of them has in the rela-
tionship and how this power will be used in a way that contrib-
utes to a mutual relationship that meets the needs of the client.
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4. encouraging client narratives: The social worker can create a 
safe space where she can invite clients to tell their story in their 
own words and in which they can interpret the story in a way 
that fits their own experience and perspective.

5. Shared histories: The social worker can connect the client’s story 
and experiences with other marginalized groups, thus showing 
how the client’s problem is not simply a function of his or her 
own individual choices and behaviours, but also substantially 
shaped by structural dynamics that limit and constrain the op-
portunities for persons from oppressed groups. This can also 
involve linking the client with members of these groups and 
helping them to develop solidarity and connections with those 
who are experiencing similar challenges.

These five areas are not intended to be a rigid set of points that a 
social worker checks off a list. Rather, they can be incorporated into how 
the social worker builds relationships in a way that renders visible to 
both social worker and client the dynamics of oppression and privilege 
that shape the social work relationship and intentionally seeks to build a 
reciprocal relationship of mutual trust and shared power. As summarized 
by Mullaly (2010), employing an AOP approach in social work “involves 
building relationships with others on a one-to-one or group basis to analyze 
oppressive conditions, to reclaim group identity, and to change social and 
psychological patterns associated with oppression” (p. 223).

An AOP approach highlights not only the existence of oppression and 
privilege as a general reality of our society, but also makes this reality more 
explicit in each of our own particular relationships. AOP encourages us to 
ask: How does my identity give me privileges over my client, and how can I 
develop a relationship that does not merely draw on the advantages this gives 
me and ignore the disadvantages that limit my client? Richard Mouw (2010), 
in his book Uncommon Decency, challenges Christians to develop attitudes of 
civility marked by empathy, curiosity, and teachability. Mouw’s suggestions 
for curiosity and teachability, in particular, accord well with AOP’s focus on 
taking seriously the unique identities of others who are different from us. 
For example, Mouw (2010) urges Christians “to become familiar with the 
experiences of people who are different from us simply out of a desire to 
understand the length and breadth of what it means to become human” (p. 
59). Similar to AOP’s hesitation about cultural competence, Mouw’s plea 
for increasing teachability means that when we encounter others, we must 
“emphasize ... not learning about them, but learning from them” (p. 61; em-
phasis original). As we have seen, however, AOP goes further than simply 
seeking to understand and learn from others, but also requires that we learn 
something about ourselves: namely, that we understand our own and others’ 
power. As Crouch (2013) has recently explored, this can be especially hard 
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for those from dominant groups because, “[t]he powerful have a hard time 
seeing their own power and its effects” (p. 123). AOP, therefore, gives social 
workers a tool for understanding the way power shapes all of our interactions.

In summary, then, AOP holds great promise for enhancing the ability 
of Christians in social work not only to notice the often-subtle patterns of 
privilege and oppression that are part of virtually every social encounter, 
but also to equip us to do something about them. First, the analysis of the 
multiple and shifting dynamics of identity alerts us to the subtle ways in 
which privilege and oppression are bubbling below the surface of virtu-
ally every social encounter. The web of oppression can be used to map the 
ways in which people can experience both privilege and oppression, often 
simultaneously, in particular social settings. Second, AOP lifts our gaze from 
the individual to the broader social structures and systems when we seek to 
understand and explain the miseries of injustice and inequality in the lives 
of our clients. This structural approach provides a compelling justification 
for the continued place of macro practice within social work and helps us 
to correct the individualism that we so often take for granted in affluent 
western societies. Finally, AOP is not just a tool that social workers can 
use to analyze and expose the realities of oppression and injustice, but is a 
set of practices that equips social workers for addressing oppression across 
the spectrum from micro to macro approaches. AOP is about practice and 
action; it is a way of working with people—whether clients, colleagues, or 
others—that names the privileges and oppression that each person brings to 
a social interaction and seeks intentionally to renegotiate the often hidden 
aspects of power so that it is shared and used reciprocally to contribute to 
flourishing. It expands McIntosh’s (2002) metaphor of the “knapsack of 
white privilege” to an explicit analysis of multiple aspects of privilege and 
encourages social workers to “unpack” their knapsacks of privilege and 
renegotiate them (Mullaly, 2010, ch. 10). 

However, as powerful and helpful as AOP is for exposing and chal-
lenging oppression, astute observers will readily detect that no approach 
is neutral, and that AOP, like any other humanly constructed approach, is 
rooted within a complex, often hidden, set of assumptions that are often 
referred to as a worldview (Mullaly, 2010; Sherwood, 2012; Van Wormer, 
1997; Wolters, 2005). Put another way, individuals live their lives according 
to some story, or narrative, which helps them make sense of their world. 
As sociologist Christian Smith (2003a) makes so clear, telling stories and 
using them as a way of understanding who one is and how one ought to 
live is a fundamental characteristic of virtually every human community. 
According to Smith (2003a),

…we not only are animals who make and tell narratives but 
also animals who are told and made by our narratives. The 
stories we tell are not mere entertainment. Nor do they sim-
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ply suggest for us some general sense of our heritage. Our 
stories fully encompass and define our lives. They situate us 
in reality itself, by elaborating the contours of fundamental 
moral order… Our individual and collective lives come to 
have meaning and purpose insofar as they join the larger 
cast of characters enacting, re-enacting, and perpetuating 
the larger narrative. It is by finding ourselves placed within 
a particular drama that we come to know our role, our part, 
our lines in life – how we are to act, why, and what meaning 
that has in the larger scheme of reality (p. 78).

In addition to the Christian narrative, Smith also identifies several 
other narratives that shape current Western civilizations (for example, the 
American Experiment, Capitalist Prosperity, Progressive Socialist, Scientific 
Enlightenment) as well as others from non-western cultures (for example, 
Militant Islamic Resurgence, or Divine Life and Afterlife associated with 
eastern religions and cultures). 

For Christians in social work (and arguably for others as well), there-
fore, it is important to understand the underlying worldview, or narrative, 
of AOP and to assess the extent to which it complements or conflicts with a 
Christian worldview. A worldview assessment, then, can be used to identify 
the perils of an AOP approach that could be problematic for Christians in 
social work and social work education.

Perils of Anti-Oppressive Practice for  
Christians in Social Work education

Anti-oppressive practice ambitiously claims to unveil and dismantle 
oppression, but as post-modernism has shown all too clearly, one person’s 
emancipation from oppression can quickly become another’s oppression 
(Meinert, Pardeck, & Murphy, 1998; Middleton & Walsh, 1995; Mullaly, 
2010, 2001). Freedom from oppression is, as they say, in the eye of the 
beholder. For example, a Christian foster parent’s experience with a child 
welfare agency that implemented an organization-wide anti-oppressive 
policy reveals the fissures between an AOP and a Christian worldview. In 
this case, the agency identified heterosexism as one form of oppression that 
it sought to eliminate and therefore mandated that all foster parents must 
sign a document pledging to erase all forms of heterosexism from their 
homes. When some Christian foster parents resisted this on the grounds 
that their religious views on human sexuality would be defined by the 
agency’s AOP policy as inherently heterosexist, the agency threatened to 
expel them as foster parents. These foster parents’ response in a letter to 
the agency exposes how a difference in worldviews can lead to an AOP 
approach being used in a way that is itself oppressive:
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Oppression does occur, and a person crosses the line, if they 
begin to denigrate, label, and marginalize another person 
for a different moral view. This is not only unacceptable in 
Christianity, but in our society as a whole. However, this is 
exactly what the document does when it uses hurtful and 
denigratory terms like ‘heterosexist’ and ‘homophobic’ to 
describe and attack people with a traditional view of mar-
riage. As human beings, we may have different views on all 
kinds of issues, but to attack, oppress, misrepresent, label, 
and marginalize people, as the writers of this document have 
done, is not acceptable in Canadian society. I am shocked 
at the level of intolerance and bigotry against Christians 
that I see in this very oppressive document (personal com-
munication, July 6, 2009).

As this situation makes painfully clear, an AOP approach is experienced as 
the source of oppression, rather than its elimination. Why this is so can be 
traced to differences in the underlying worldviews of those espousing AOP 
compared to others, especially those identified as religiously orthodox or 
conservative (or, more pejoratively, as fundamentalist) (Vanderwoerd, 2010).

All too often it is religion and spirituality that expose the fault lines 
between worldviews. One reason for this is the dominance of a secular 
perspective not just in the social sciences but also in the ubiquity of the 
prevailing modernist perspective in industrialized societies (Baker, 2009; 
Smith, 2003b; Middleton & Walsh, 1995; Smith, 2014a; Taylor, 2007). 
The resurgence of spirituality and religion in social work in the past two 
decades has illuminated the extent to which the social work profession is 
firmly rooted in a modernist and secularist worldview that marginalizes 
and often misrepresents religious beliefs and the people who hold them 
(Crabtree, Husain & Spalek, 2008; Dominelli, 2010; Hodge, 2009; Swartzen-
truber, 2007; Vanderwoerd, 2011). A clear peril for Christians, then, is that 
AOP—situated as it is within the secularist profession of social work—fails 
to do justice to Christian (or other religions, especially those identified as 
more orthodox, conservative, or traditional (Melcher, 2008) perspectives or 
persons. Further, as noted above in the example of Christian foster parents 
in an AOP agency, AOP may be used to silence and marginalize others. This 
peril is perceptively identified by Pon (2007), who, in discussing his own 
difficulty of reconciling his Christianity with an AOP approach, observed:

To admit to being a Christian might lead to being ostracized 
within anti-oppression circles…. [A]nti-oppression could 
become a new form of domination or dogma, which is 
unable to grapple with differences…. Dogmatic aspects of 
anti-oppression may be linked to a secular/sacred binary…. 
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[which] constitute and regulate the anti-oppressive practi-
tioner as secular…. I contend that this regulatory framework 
may render anti-oppression to be a new form of dogma or 
domination. (para 13, 14, 15)

The apprehension that Pon experiences is echoed by Todd and Coholic 
(2007), social work educators who self-identify as working within an AOP 
approach, yet nevertheless observe that an “anti-oppressive pedagogy can 
have the effect of marginalizing and even excluding those whose values and 
beliefs do not fit with the secular” (p. 9). Increasingly confronted in their 
classrooms with students from orthodox religious backgrounds, Todd and 
Coholic (2007) bravely question, “whether there is a need to develop peda-
gogical practices that expand our notion of inclusivity to include those with 
competing and exclusionary worldviews” (p. 9), and therefore suggest that 
there is a need for “a rethinking of social work anti-oppressive values and eth-
ics, and a consideration of our role as educators within the academy” (p. 20).

It seems clear that both Christians and non-Christian AOP proponents 
recognize that a danger of AOP is its tendency to, “perpetrate oppression 
in the pursuit of eliminating oppression” (Vanderwoerd, 2010, p. 82). It is 
apt, then, to take up Todd and Coholic’s challenge to rethink AOP within 
social work education by considering more specifically some of the ways 
in which an AOP worldview differs with a Christian worldview.

Of course, there are multiple Christian worldviews. Like any other 
group, Christians are not a homogenous group in which all members hold 
the same views. The following discussion is based primarily on a Christian 
worldview rooted in the neo-Calvinist tradition of Reformed Christian-
ity (see Vanderwoerd, 2015; Walsh & Middleton, 1984; Wolters, 2005), 
and also draws on Keith-Lucas’ (1994, ch. 9; 1989, ch. 6) descriptions of 
Judea-Christian values.

Key Differences between AOP and a Christian Worldview

Although it is true that there are important points of convergence 
between AOP and a Christian worldview (as described above; see also Ho-
gewoning, 2012), a clear-headed comparison of some of the fundamental 
differences between them both illuminates the ways in which AOP chal-
lenges a Christian worldview and also provides greater ability to adapt an 
AOP approach within Christian social work education and practice. Table 
1 summarizes these differences in six areas: 1) view of humans; 2) vision; 
3) source of hope for the future; 4) view of social change; 5) view of power 
and equality; and 6) epistemology. These six areas are an amalgamation of 
Walsh and Middleton’s (1984) four worldview questions (see also Middleton 
& Walsh, 1995; Sherwood, 2012) and Mullaly’s (2007, 2010) comparative 
frameworks for assessing political and ideological perspectives.
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Table 1: Key Points of Difference between Anti-Oppressive Practice  
and a Christian* Worldview

Anti-oppressive practice A Christian worldview*

View of humans Humans are inherently good Humans are sinful but capable 
of good through God’s grace

Vision Vision focused on liberation / 
emancipation from oppression

Vision focused on shalom, i.e., 
flourishing in all relationships

Source of hope 
for the future 

Depends on human capacity 
– specifically social workers – 
and the will to implement AOP

Depends on God; humans are 
used by God as “co-workers” 
and “ambassadors” 

View of social 
change

Social change is best accom-
plished through revolutionary 
and radical transformation of 
society

Social change is best accom-
plished through incremental 
means

View of power 
and equality

Power is mostly negative unless 
it is distributed equally 

Power can be distributed dif-
ferentially as God’s legitimate 
gift for doing good 

Epistemology Knowledge is socially con-
structed; truth is relative

God and His word are the ulti-
mate and authoritative source 
of knowledge

*As acknowledged above, there are many differences among Christians and their worldviews. This de-
scription is rooted primarily in a neo-Calvinist, Reformed tradition (Vanderwoerd, 2015) and also draws 
on Keith-Lucas’s (1994, ch. 9; 1989, ch. 6) descriptions of Judeo-Christian values.

What Does It Mean to be Human?

How one understands the essential nature of what it means to be 
human has far-reaching consequences for virtually every other question 
one might have about social relationships and social problems (Sherwood, 
2011; Smith, 2010). Although its proponents argue that AOP is theoretically 
distinct from conventional perspectives in the social sciences (Dominelli, 
2002, Mullaly, 2010, 2007), its view of humans reveals that it cannot 
escape the pervasiveness of both modern (Reamer, 1993; Reid & Popple, 
1992) and postmodern (Meinert et al., 1998) assumptions embedded in 
the social work profession. Insisting on structural explanations for virtu-
ally all social problems, AOP is consistent with what Keith-Lucas (1994) 
calls the Humanist-Positivist-Utopian view, which claims that humans 
are fundamentally good and that the source of social problems must be 
outside individual humans. Mullaly (2007) makes this abundantly clear in 
his identification of humanitarianism as one of the primary values of AOP; 
humanitarianism, says Mullaly, is preferred precisely because it rejects the 
idea that “the person has two natures, good and bad…. Humanitarianism 
rejects this dualism within the individual and claims that people are in-
nately good” (p. 369, note 3).
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In contrast to viewing humans as inherently good, the longstand-
ing, and arguably the most compelling (Jacobs, 2008), tradition within 
Christianity acknowledges that humans, while possessing inherent worth 
as creatures made in the image of God, are also fundamentally flawed and 
have a tendency towards selfishness and other sorts of evils despite their 
best intentions (De Young, 2009; Plantinga, 1995). In short, humans are 
sinful, but have worth and are capable of good because of God’s grace.

As Mullaly (2010, p. 10) makes clear, AOP is rooted in a conflict/ideal-
ist worldview that explicitly denies humans’ sinfulness, but instead posits 
humans as inherently cooperative, social, and collective. However, this 
raises a contradiction: if a conflict perspective views humans as basically 
good, how then does it explain a society that it also claims is composed 
of “inherently opposing groups” (p. 14)? If people are naturally collective 
and cooperative, why would they inherently oppose one another? Mul-
laly’s (2010) review of the anthropological literature argues that economic 
surplus introduces conflict into human groups, but he offers no adequate 
explanation for why humans who are inherently good would come into 
conflict just because they experience surplus.

A clear distinction, then, between a Christian worldview and AOP 
is that Christians, facing squarely the reality of human sin, are able to 
recognize and encourage individual responsibility (and build institutions 
to encourage and sustain that responsibility; see Crouch, 2013), whereas 
AOP sidesteps its own built-in contradictions and seeks solutions that are 
always focused outside the person. In that sense, AOP’s idealistic view of 
humans as inherently good fails to take into account human responsibility 
for problems, and thus never quite reaches to the human heart.

A Vision Against or a Vision For?

One might expect that an optimistic view of humans would give rise 
to a positive vision. By vision I mean the overall purpose or raison d’etre 
that animates and motivates its adherents. The AOP vision is essentially 
a vision against, compared to a Christian vision for. What is AOP against? 
At its roots, AOP is against anything that limits or constrains human free-
dom. So, even as it denounces the political and economic structures of 
our society, AOP’s emphasis on inequality, combined with its assumption 
of human freedom, reveals that its vision stands firmly in the tradition of 
western liberal individualism. On that tradition, Wolterstorff (1983) makes 
the following astute observation:

For Hegel, Marx, Freud, and Marcuse, I think it is indeed 
accurate to say that the goal they envisage for liberation is 
simply freedom, for in their view the great evil from which 
we must be saved is that of being shaped by influences ex-
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ternal to ourselves, whether those influences take the form 
of external formation or of internal inhibition; correspond-
ingly, the goal is self-determination, autonomy, maturation.

It is my own view that this vision of our goal is deeply 
unsatisfactory. In the first place, it is psychologically un-
tenable. We are all shaped in countless ways by the people 
who surround us, unavoidably so. Nobody is and nobody 
could be self-determining. Everybody is “dominated”. The 
relevant question is not how to eliminate influence on the 
self, but instead the normative question as to which forms 
of influence are desirable and which are not – and, in par-
ticular, which forms of influence constitute oppression” (p. 
51-52; emphasis original).

Mullaly (2010) identifies critical social theory as AOP’s theoretical 
bedrock and argues that it is “concerned with moving from a society char-
acterized by exploitation, inequality, and oppression to one that is eman-
cipatory and free from domination” (p. 16). Similarly, Dominelli (2002) 
argues, “the ultimate goal of anti-oppressive initiatives is the creation of 
non-oppressive relations rooted in equality” (p. 13). To be fair, AOP does 
articulate a consistent vision for equality (or what it often refers to as egali-
tarianism), but I would argue that this is just another way of articulating 
a vision against inequality. In other words, AOP does not say why it is for 
equality, other than to say that this is the way to avoid inequality. Its very 
name—anti-oppressive practice—reveals a vision that focuses more on 
what it is against than what it is for.

By contrast, a Christian worldview draws on a rich and comprehensive 
biblical narrative that describes God’s vision for His creation to flourish 
(Crouch, 2013). The best word to capture this is shalom, which is a vision 
for humans to be in rightly ordered and harmonious relationships with God, 
with others, with ourselves, and even with the rest of creation (Corbett & 
Fikkert, 2012; Plantinga, 1995; Wolterstorff, 1983).

Hope for the Future

Whether against oppression or for flourishing, how will we get there? 
Here, too, we see critical differences between AOP and a Christian world-
view. AOP puts its hope in humans to accomplish the goal of emancipation 
from oppression. Accordingly, it is up to humans, specifically those who 
support AOP, to take the lead in moving society from oppression to non-
oppression. As seen in the following quotes, AOP proponents put great ef-
fort in enjoining others—including those in the social work profession—to 
take up the anti-oppressive cause:
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As custodians of society’s commitment to helping its vul-
nerable members, undertaking activities aimed at realizing 
the rights of disadvantaged people is an essential part of a 
social worker’s remit …. The social work profession has to 
become centrally involved in international organizations 
aimed at redistributing social resources more equitably 
across the world and enforcing the realization of human 
rights, particularly for women and children who constitute 
the most oppressed groups. (Dominelli, 2002, p. 35)

As social justice-oriented social workers we can humanize 
ourselves, our work practices, and our communities, liber-
ate and politicize our workplaces, and transform and dignify 
our experience through the creative, collective, and ongoing 
pursuit of peace, equity, and social justice…. [We] invite 
readers to reflect critically on ways to do transformative, 
politicized, anti-oppressive social work practice, and then 
armed with this critical thought, go out and build a better 
world (Baines, 2011a, p. 24, 46).

In sum, to be effective as structural social workers… we 
need a commitment to carry out the difficult task of so-
cial transformation. Structural social work is more than a 
theory or a technique or a practice modality. It is a way of 
life (Mullaly, 2007, p. 362).

If we do nothing about oppression, we lose our basic 
humanity. If in our personal lives and in our social work 
practice, we assist in making oppression acceptable…we 
fail ourselves and we become part of the problem. Social 
workers who are committed to social justice must join the 
struggle against oppression in all its forms at which it oc-
curs. There is no choice (Mullaly, 2010, p. 284).

It doesn’t take much of a stretch to suggest from these quotes that AOP 
proponents envision the social work profession as playing a central role in 
addressing the world’s social problems.

While AOP puts its faith for change in the hands of humans (specifi-
cally AOP social workers), a Christian worldview is both more and less 
ambitious about the role of humans. Psalm 8 poetically captures the para-
doxical nature of humanity: nothing more than a speck in the universe, yet 
crowned with glory as rulers. In the biblical drama, God is clearly the author 
of the story and drives the plot toward His ends. Yet, as His image-bearers, 
He chooses tiny, fragile, selfish, and bumbling humans and casts them in 
central roles (Middleton, 2005; Middleton & Walsh, 1995). Does our world 
depend on us? Thankfully not. But does our work matter? Definitely. God 
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describes us as his “co-workers” (I Corinthians 3:9; II Corinthians 6:1) 
and appoints us “ambassadors” (II Corinthians 5: 20). In short, in the AOP 
story, humans play the hero; in the Christian story, Jesus Christ is the hero 
and we are invited and equipped to help.

How In the World Will We Change?

With humans in the driver’s seat, it is perhaps not surprising that AOP 
is ambitious, radical, and occasionally (but not always; see Mullaly, 2010, p. 
276) impatient for social transformation. AOP proponents are unapologetic, 
persistent, and unwavering in their appeal for a complete transformation of 
society in order to eradicate oppression and achieve equality. As described in 
the first section of this paper and captured in the quotes above, the emphasis 
on a structural analysis of social problems logically leads to the conclusion 
that the entire apparatus of our society must be stripped down and rebuilt. 
This, of course, draws heavily on the influential and enduring Marxist roots 
of conflict theory (Grabb, 2007; Koyzis, 2003). Although there are some 
disagreements about the exact nature of how this should be accomplished, 
the overall thrust is consistent: oppression can only be eliminated through 
a broad-based social movement in which various oppressed groups join in 
solidarity to dismantle the social, political, and economic infrastructure 
that supports inequality and replace it with a transformed egalitarian in-
frastructure, the sooner the better (Baines, 2011a; Dominelli, 2010, 2002; 
Morgaine & Capous-Desyllas, 2015; Mullaly, 2010, 2007).

A Christian worldview tends to be more guarded and more patient, 
although on this point the differences among Christians may be most obvi-
ous. Christians are spread across the political spectrum, and therefore are 
far from consensus about the best means to accomplish social change (see 
Hunter, 2010). It is no surprise, however, that the 19th century neo-Calvinist 
Abraham Kuyper founded a political party named the Anti-Revolutionary 
Party (Bratt, 2013). Kuyper articulated a principle that has become influ-
ential for many Christians pursuing justice in a modern, pluralistic society: 
namely, that if we want to become engaged in the public square with others, 
we must a) respect and support the existing institutions of our society, and 
b) be willing to work with others with whom we disagree, sometimes even 
to the point of compromise (McEntyre, 2014; Mouw, 2010; Smith, 2014b).

Power and Equality: To Yield or Not to Yield

To be willing to support oppressive institutions and to stomach com-
promising with opponents, one has to yield. And this brings us to power 
and equality: at the core of AOP is a reluctance, if not outright refusal, to 
yield, whereas Jesus calls us to “deny ourselves and take up our cross” 
(Luke 9:23). As articulated masterfully by Crouch (2013), every human 
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effort to address injustice will fail if it begins with a human understanding 
of power. Crouch demonstrates that western societies’ prevailing view of 
power has been heavily influenced by Nietzsche and rooted in the humanist 
and liberal soil of the Enlightenment, particularly that form which gave 
rise to conflict theory (see also Koyzis, 2014). As shown above, AOP has 
its roots in the same soil and thus shares a deep suspicion of all forms of 
power that are not distributed equally. Further, power is viewed as a finite 
and limited resource; when I have more of it, you have less. In all human 
contexts, according to conflict theory, humans will fight for their share of 
power, and society evolves inevitably into a set of arrangements designed 
to control, regulate, and protect the interests of the powerful at the expense 
of the powerless (Mills, 1956; Mullaly, 2010).

In such a world, why would oppressed, marginalized, and excluded 
victims of injustice agree to yield their power to anyone or anything? If 
liberation from oppression is the ultimate goal, then wouldn’t one want to 
seize power? If emancipation from inequality is the vision, wouldn’t the 
best strategy be to confront the powerful, strip away their resources, and 
re-distribute them equally? If power is scarce and humans are autonomous, 
then AOP makes sense.

The only viable response to unequal arrangements of power, according 
to AOP, is to eliminate all hierarchies and distribute power equally. From 
this vantage point, power is only safe if everyone has equal access to it. Any 
hierarchy which involves individuals or groups holding disproportionate 
power, even when it is based on legitimate authority, is seen as inevitably 
oppressive simply because it is unequal. In response, the liberal impulse 
is to create a society based on equality, which has come to mean a radical 
redistribution of many types of resources. The only escape from oppression, 
it seems, is that the truly free person should have to answer to no one but 
him or herself. As Koyzis (2014) observes, power and authority are viewed 
as being a threat to freedom: “Those working from within this perspective 
tend to view freedom or liberty in a positive light while viewing authority 
negatively” (p. 62).

But the radical claim of Christianity is that, in Koyzis’ words, ”we 
answer to another” (2014, p.2). In other words, we yield. Our approach to 
inequality should follow Jesus’ example, “Who, being in very nature God, 
did not consider equality with God something to be grasped” (Philippians 2: 
6; emphasis added). When faced with the constraining reality of inequality, 
Jesus did not try to seize power and grasp for equality. Instead, He gave up 
His power, even as He exercised His rightful authority. The counter-cultural 
and counter-intuitive Christian approach to power stands in marked con-
trast to AOP: ultimately, the only sure way to confront the imbalance of 
power is by giving up one’s power. Or, to put it another way: we use our 
God-given authority to exercise power for others’ benefit, rather than to 
promote or defend our own interests.
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A paradox of a Christian worldview is that properly ordered author-
ity is the means for human flourishing, rather than a threat to freedom. A 
biblical perspective reveals authority as part of God’s design for His creation. 
Humans, created in God’s image, are granted authority over the rest of 
creation (see Genesis 1:26-28 and Psalm 8) and are expected to use their 
authority to promote others’ flourishing. Further, although all humans have 
God-given authority by virtue of being God’s image bearers, distinct types 
of authority are distributed differently. Kings and governments, parents, 
teachers, and many others, are each given particular kinds of authority, 
each of which is limited by specific roles and contexts. Thus, authority is 
not an open license to dominate others, but rather must be exercised in 
ways that are appropriate to one’s role and setting. As Koyzis (2014) argues, 
“Authority is a lofty office given to all human beings, who exercise it in 
diverse ways according to their respective callings” (p. 226). AOP, rooted 
in a humanist, liberal worldview, perceives human freedom as only being 
possible when each individual only answers to him- or herself, and is not 
subject to any authority. A Christian worldview, by contrast, acknowledges 
God as the ultimate authority, who grants humans authority and calls them 
to use that authority according to His purposes. Paradoxically, true freedom 
only comes when we recognize God’s authority, but also recognize various 
forms of human authority, and are willing to yield to them in appropriate 
contexts. Of course, that doesn’t eliminate the possibility for exploitive 
abuse of authority, but such abuse is viewed as a sinful distortion of proper 
authority, rather than viewing the authority itself as inherently oppressive.

Epistemology: How Can We Be Sure?

Yielding to another authority implies that we might not know best. But, 
how, in fact, do we know best? By what means do we come to have certainty 
about all this? How can we understand the dynamics of power and oppres-
sion, and how can we figure out what we should do about them? This brings 
us to a final point of difference between AOP and a Christian worldview. 
Whereas AOP views knowledge as socially constructed and contested, or-
thodox Christians claim that their ultimate source of knowledge comes from 
the Bible. Although this might appear to be a simplistic claim that Christians 
only need to look to scripture to find truths about the world, it is instead 
a more complex approach to knowledge in which God’s word provides the 
framework for interpreting for empirical reality (Wolterstorff, 2014).

For example, the traditional Calvinist claim is that God’s revelation 
comes through both His Word and His world; in other words, we can learn 
about God and His ways through the written Word of God contained in 
the Bible and incarnated in the life of Jesus Christ, but also through God’s 
creation. This second source of revelation is what gives legitimacy for Chris-
tians to be engaged in the pursuit of scientific knowledge and discovery; 



that is, to discover God’s revelation in the world. This is made explicit in 
Article 2 of the Reformation creedal document The Belgic Confession which 
distinguishes between general revelation found in God’s created order and 
special revelation found in God’s word (see http://www.crcna.org/welcome/
beliefs/confessions/belgic-confession). Similarly, the Wesleyan quadrilateral 
refers to the approach that theologian Albert Outler named to describe John 
Wesley’s four-point interpretive framework: scripture, reason, tradition, 
and experience. As Outler stressed however, Wesley’s approach prioritized 
scripture as the focal point through which the other means of knowledge 
were to be utilized (Outler, 1985).

Wading into epistemological waters is fraught with complexity and 
extensive debates rage within both Christian and AOP camps regarding 
hermeneutical principles, discourse, interpretation, and the like, none of 
which will be plumbed sufficiently here. However, it is important to note 
some of the key differences that have important implications and help to 
explain some of the differences we have already discussed above.

Two broad approaches to epistemology dominate the social sciences 
and have also significantly shaped AOP: the first is the naturalistic mate-
rialist approach within modernism, and the second is a subjective inter-
pretive approach within postmodernism (Hodge, Wolfer, Limb, & Nadir, 
2009; Mullaly, 2010; Wolfer & Hodge, 2007). What both of these share is 
an epistemology centred in human capacity; that is, that humans are the 
ultimate source of and authority for knowledge. Thus, the key difference 
between AOP and a Christian worldview turns on the question of whether 
there is a source outside of humans from which ultimate knowledge derives.

A Christian worldview (as with some other orthodox religions such 
as Islam and Judaism) has a theistic epistemological framework whereas 
AOP has a humanistic one. Knowledge and truth within a Christian 
worldview derive from God and all other truth claims must be subjected 
to that standard. In that sense, its epistemology can be described as an 
authoritative one, compared to an AOP epistemology that is relativistic; 
that is, that knowledge has no ultimate standard against which it can be 
measured for veracity, but constantly changes. As Christians have noted, 
in the academic world (if not also society at large) the relativistic view is 
so widely held in our society that it is axiomatic and taken for granted 
(Clouser, 1991; Marsden, 1997).

It is when confronting thorny questions, such as abortion or homo-
sexuality, that pit various groups against one another that epistemological 
questions surface, as groups divide based on opposing authoritative truth 
claims (Hodge, 2011). Contrary to the criticism levelled by non-theists 
who espouse a naturalistic materialist epistemology, this is not to say that 
a Christian worldview simplistically turns to the Bible as the sole source of 
answers to complex social problems. Rather, as demonstrated by world-class 
Christian philosophers such as Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff 
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(Bartholomew & Goheen, 2013), a Christian worldview acknowledges 
that whether theistic or naturalistic, all of us approach reality with certain 
“control beliefs” that are not empirically verifiable. Thus, the question is 
not whether social workers have control beliefs, but what control beliefs 
they bring to their knowledge-seeking (Chamiec-Case, 2007).

Conclusion: Towards a Re-Ordered AOP

As noted above in the discussion of the promise of AOP, this critique 
from a Christian worldview is not meant to suggest that AOP has no value 
for Christians in social work. It clearly does. However, assessing some of the 
key points of difference, as we have just done, demonstrates that Christians 
must exercise discernment in appropriating AOP (or any other theory or 
approach, for that matter) in a way that is more compatible with a Christian 
worldview. We conclude, therefore, with a number of initial suggestions 
for how Christian insights can be used to modify and enhance AOP. These 
insights can be incorporated into Christian social work education to provide 
a more nuanced and well-rounded approach to incorporating AOP within 
Christian social work education curricula.

Can AOP come to peace with authority? Pursuing egalitarian arrange-
ments appears to back AOP into a corner where it cannot conceive of hi-
erarchical social arrangements as anything but oppressive. But a Christian 
view of power and authority makes possible the co-existence of author-
ity—rightly ordered and rightly used, of course—with non-oppression. 
Actually, it is more than that; authority is necessary for flourishing. When 
power is viewed as a force for flourishing and authority is a gift of God to 
be used to enhance that flourishing, then it becomes possible to establish 
and support relationships of authority that are not inherently oppressive.

Similarly, can there be justice and fairness when there is inequality? 
Can unequal access to resources and power contribute to or even enhance 
flourishing? Perhaps the proper question is not whether one has more or 
less resources and power, but how one uses them. Koyzis’ (2014) notion 
of “office” captures the possibility that flourishing depends on authority, 
rather than eliminating it. As Koyzis explains, office is “a commission, an 
assignment, or calling given by God to specific persons for the fulfillment 
of specific tasks. Office is not self-serving but is other-serving” (p. 137).

One limitation of the web of oppression, described in the first section 
above, is the assumption that the center of the web is necessarily privilege 
and the periphery is oppression. Could it be that within different aspects of 
identity tied to one’s office there is differential access to power and resources 
that is not inherently oppressive? One way a Christian social work educa-
tion could incorporate AOP would be to re-imagine the web of oppression 
to take into account the necessity of authority and office and differentiate 
between proper use of power and its abuse.
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A Christian world view also provides a more robust picture of society 
in which flourishing arises out of differentiation, which can be understood 
as a rich diversity of societal forms, each with its own distinct role and 
authority. In contrast, an AOP approach that posits human freedom as the 
highest good cannot seem to make room for a genuine pluralism. Crouch 
(2013) singles out the words “teem” and “swarm” from the Bible’s creation 
narrative (Genesis 1:20 NASB) to describe the way in which diversity con-
tributes to the flourishing that God intended for creation.

This notion of differentiation in society has been developed extensively 
by both Protestant and Catholic Christian political theorists (Chaplin, 2011; 
Koyzis, 2003; Novak & Adams, 2015) who have applied the concept to account 
for multiple social entities such as marriages, families, schools, businesses, and 
many more. Differentiation, or “pluriformity” as Koyzis (2003) calls it, has great 
potential for the development of a political framework that goes beyond the 
stilted assumptions of church/state separation (Monsma, 2012).

A genuine pluralism recognizes the freedom that people have to live out 
their different beliefs, not only in their private individual choices, but also in 
their public and communal choices. Freedom of space for living out one’s beliefs 
publicly requires what has been called “structural pluralism,” in which the 
diversity of forms of association (such as families, schools, businesses, labour 
unions, churches, and so on) are each accorded their own unique but limited 
authority to govern themselves according to their beliefs (Skillen, 1994).

Despite its criticism of government, AOP, by contrast, often seems to 
resort to a vision in which the state (or some other entity), frequently in 
the pursuit of eliminating oppression, extends its authority at the expense 
of all other societal forms. This is what happened when, in the example 
described earlier, the child welfare agency over-reached its authority by 
coercing a foster family to accept its definition of anti-oppressive practice 
(Vanderwoerd, 2010). A Christian worldview that makes space for diversity 
of both belief and its public expression can reveal the ways in which AOP 
can itself be oppressive in imposing its own belief system in the name of 
resisting oppression. Moving toward “epistemic pluralism” (Hodge, 2010, 
p. 202), in which different beliefs are granted space, could help AOP avoid 
intolerance in the name of tolerance (Carson, 2012) by encouraging and 
facilitating the recognition of a variety of belief systems within social work 
education and the profession of social work.

Overall, then, anti-oppressive practice holds a great deal of promise 
for Christian social work education, but in its current form, this promise 
comes with a cost. Discerning Christians have detected that underneath 
AOP’s gilded promise lurks grave perils to the integrity and authenticity of 
a Christian worldview. AOP’s promise lies in its capacity to open the eyes 
of Christians who remain blind to the realities of privilege and oppression. 
AOP helps us to gain greater awareness of the complex and multiple aspects 
of our identity that shift the balance of privilege and power as our social 
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contexts change. Further, AOP adjusts our analytic attention to the bigger 
picture. Without AOP, we tend to understand social problems as primarily 
due to individual’s own choices and actions. AOP, however, helps to reveal 
the deep-seated and often invisible patterns that are embedded into the 
structures and systems of our society and all too often protect and extend 
the advantages of the privileged at the expense of the oppressed.

Finally, AOP moves us from complacency to action. AOP is not, in 
the end, just a tool for analysis, but a way of practicing that intentionally 
seeks to reduce oppression in our own relationships. AOP is not just about 
what’s happening “out there” to “them.” It requires that we examine our 
own identities and roles and develop ways of working with clients in which 
we are upfront about the privileges that we carry into practice and don’t 
just ride their coattails for our own benefit.

For all its value, however, AOP proponents would be disingenuous if 
they do not grasp how AOP’s power can be used to silence, disparage, and 
marginalize voices with which it disagrees, including Christians. AOP’s 
own analysis of discourse shows how powerfully certain viewpoints can 
be taken as normative and neutral while others are deemed deviant and 
inferior. Situated as it is within the modernist progress narrative, AOP has 
inadvertently accepted secularization as a given, and consequently seems 
unable to take seriously religious viewpoints that challenge some of its 
own conclusions. A careful comparison of some of the key principles of 
an AOP worldview with a Christian worldview has revealed how deep the 
differences are, and should alert Christians in social work education that 
incorporating AOP (as well as other theoretical perspectives or approaches) 
within the curriculum should be done carefully.

Christians should be wary of an approach that elevates humans above 
God. AOP stands in the modernist, Enlightenment tradition in which 
humans are autonomous, hold ultimate authority, are capable of infinite 
understanding, and possess unlimited powers to change the world for the 
better. Christians are under no such illusions. Instead, we are all too aware 
of not just our human limits, but the reality of sin that turns our best in-
tentions to destructive purposes. Even though our hope is in God rather 
than ourselves, a Christian worldview is not an other-worldly hope for a 
pie-in-the-sky heavenly future, but rather a “world-formative” (Wolterstorff, 
1983, ch. 1) perspective that rolls up its sleeves and gets to work in the 
world to address social problems right here in our time and place, rather 
than just passively waiting for eternity (Middleton, 2014).

Armed with a realistic view of humans as God’s co-workers and ambas-
sadors, Christians in social work education can appropriate the insights of 
AOP into their curriculum to equip students with the capacity to mobilize 
with others (including AOP proponents), not to pursue revolutionary 
change, but instead to engage in a “long obedience in the same direction” 
(Peterson, 2000). This suggests that Christian social work educators shift 
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from teaching competencies only to developing the habits (or virtues; 
Chamiec-Case, 2013; Wolfer & Brandsen, 2015) that can sustain a lifetime 
of commitment to the long, slow, sometimes tedious task of giving wit-
ness to God’s plan to silence the cries of the oppressed and end all death, 
mourning, crying, and pain (Revelation 21: 4). v
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Appendix 1: Anti-Oppressive Practice with Individuals

How can social workers develop relationship practices that are based 
on mutually created respect for other’s differences, rather than inadvertently 
re-enacting the patterns and dynamics of oppression? One way to do that 
is to train oneself to notice identity characteristics (instead of letting them 
dictate the relationship as “elephants in the room”) and then get those 
identity characteristics “on the table.” 

 Below are some questions that can be used in interactions with others 
that might be helpful. While they may feel awkward at first, the idea is to 
use them as conversation tools that can be adapted in a way that feels more 
natural in real-life interactions.
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Some exploration “starters” on identity:
•	 What is it like for you to do this work with me?
•	 What concerns do you have about what I will [or can] do about 

this [or for you]?
•	 What questions [or concerns] do you have for [or about] me?
•	 What do you expect [or want] from me?
•	 What strengths do you have for this problem?
•	 What unique things about yourself will help you?
•	 What unique things about yourself could be a problem?
•	 How do you think we are similar [or different]? Does that matter 

to you? How?
•	 Can you think about how you and I are different [or similar] in this 

situation? Do you have any concerns [or questions] about this?

Some exploration “starters” on client voice or agency:
•	 Can we explore together your feelings [or experience or concerns]?
•	 What would you like for us to do together now [or in the time we have]?
•	 What choices do you feel you have about doing this?
•	 What could [or would] you do if you don’t like how it’s going [or 

what’s happening or what I’m saying to you]?
•	 What possible ways can [or will] you respond to what I say [or 

tell] you?

Some exploration “starters” on power:
•	 What does it feel like for me to be asking you all the questions?
•	 Why should I be the one to ask you questions?
•	 What else would you like me to do besides asking you questions?

Some exploration “starters” on narratives and shared histories
•	 Can you tell me more about your experiences with _____?
•	 Tell me your story of how you’ve come to be here today.
•	 What is the journey that you’ve been on that has brought to where 

you are now?
•	 Who are the people in your life that have influenced you?
•	 What are some of the most important moments that have shaped you?
•	 As you look back on your life, what things stand out for you?

(Adapted from Dominelli, 2002; Mullaly, 2010; Shera, 2003)

James R. Vanderwoerd, Ph.D., Professor of Social Work, Redeemer University 
College, 777 Garner Road, E. Ancaster, ON L9K 1J4.
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Faith That God Cares:  
The experience of Spirituality 
with African American  
Hemodialysis Patients

Linda Darrell

Given the high prevalence of End Stage Renal Disease (ESRD) among African 
Americans, this article will explore the significance of faith, spirituality, and 
coping in the management of mental health concerns with African Americans 
receiving hemodialysis. The findings of the study from which this article is 
drawn point to the identification and use of spiritual assessment tools as a guide 
for clinical social work practice. Spiritual assessments may help identify the 
strengths of spirituality in the development of positive coping skills in patients 
diagnosed with chronic or end stage illness within populations for whom spiri-
tuality may be a significant factor.

Given the high prevalence of end stage renal disease (esrd) 
among African American populations, this study expands the 
existing literature regarding the treatment of African Americans 

experiencing ESRD by exploring the meaning of spirituality as a component 
in mental health treatment for clients with this disease. Understanding 
the significance of spirituality will only occur if social work practitioners 
employ the use of spiritual assessment tools as part of a holistic biopsy-
chosocial-spiritual evaluation with their clients.

Chronic kidney disease (CKD) is a public health problem of increas-
ing importance, consuming a growing proportion of health care resources. 
It is estimated that in the United States there are 19.2 million individuals 
with CKD, and this figure is expected to increase in parallel to the rising 
prevalence of hypertension and diabetes, the most common causes of ESRD 
(United States Renal Data System, 2013). While renal disease may persist 
for years, its end stage renders kidneys unable to function at a level neces-
sary for daily life. A few of the symptoms indicating the kidneys are no 
longer functioning include poor appetite, vomiting, bone pain, headache, 
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insomnia, persistent itching, and change in mental status (www.nlm.nih.
gov/medlineplus/ency/article/000500.htm).

Considering the devastating physiological impact of ESRD, individu-
als with this disease must also come to terms with key psychological is-
sues related to loss of health, hopelessness, and increasing mortality. The 
bio-psychosocial impacts of the symptoms caused by ESRD are frequently 
the precursor for depression. Depression has long been identified as the 
primary mental health problem of patients with ESRD (Chilcot, Wellsted, 
Da Silva-Gane, & Farrington, 2008). According to Cukor, Peterson, Co-
hen, and Kimmel (2006), life on dialysis is an ongoing challenge and often 
leads to frequent occurrences of depression and/or depressive symptoms; 
findings indicate that over half of the patients in their study met the DSM 
criteria for depression. With depression further reducing the quality of life 
and creating a negative clinical impact on persons with chronic illnesses 
such as CKD and ESRD, acknowledgement of the significant physiological 
and psychological effects of ESRD on the individual, and ultimately on his/
her family, creates an imperative to find treatment and sources of strength 
and supportive coping strategies for individuals experiencing this illness.

Information gained from this research study is important because of 
the higher incidence of chronic illnesses such as diabetes, hypertension, and 
Chronic Kidney Disease which are the leading causes of End Stage Renal 
Disease (ESRD) among African Americans. African Americans are four times 
more likely to require hemodialysis as a long term treatment approach for 
ESRD than are whites (Barbour, Schacter, Lee, Djurdjev, & Levin, 2010). Cur-
rent statistics offered by the United States Renal Data System (2013) annual 
report indicate the incidence of ESRD in the African American population 
has finally started to decline overall and for ESRD due to diabetes. Among 
those ages 20-39, however, differences between whites and African Americans 
continue to be dramatic, with rates among the latter up to 3.8 times greater. 
Rates are also considerably higher for African Americans age 60 and older 
than for their white counterparts, though the gap is narrowing. Given this 
factual information, it becomes imperative for clinical practitioners who 
treat African Americans with ESRD to understand their lived experience 
and the aspects of their experience that empowers their capacity to endure. 
The recognition and inclusion of spirituality in research may serve to create 
a more holistic and supportive approach to the provision of services for this 
population, which may prove beneficial in their overall care and treatment.

The three specific aims of this research study were to (1) describe how 
African American ESRD patients who are on dialysis experience spirituality 
in the management of their illness; (2) increase the understanding about 
the role and meaning of spirituality when African American ESRD patients 
face the multiplicity of challenges which are a part of this chronic illness; 
and (3) gain information which may help guide future clinical interventions 
that incorporate a patient’s use of spirituality in their treatment process.
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Literature Review: Spirituality as a Coping Mechanism

Due to the high rate of African Americans diagnosed with diabetes, CKD, 
and ESRD, it is necessary for mental health clinicians and social workers 
to learn much more about how best to treat and support African American 
ESRD clients and their families utilizing culturally relevant strength-based 
approaches. Stewart (2004) states that to produce positive outcomes for 
any client, it is necessary for human service professionals to develop some 
understanding of the sociocultural context of the clients with whom they 
work. Stewart further states that when working with African American clients, 
a basic understanding of Afrocentric thought can help to contextualize the 
experiences and behavior of the client. For many African Americans, one vital 
aspect of making sense of severe illness is spirituality (Smith, 1999). Clinicians 
may find that spirituality provides a vehicle for helping African American 
clients cope and make sense of the challenges posed by ESRD. Individuals 
faced with the distress, struggle, and conflict created by chronic illness may 
search for relevant meaning and purpose in life through spirituality.

For numerous clients diagnosed with chronic and life limiting illnesses, 
spirituality has had a deep and meaningful effect on their lives. What is 
distinctive about the spirituality of African Americans is that its roots are 
African, which denotes a historical tie to a rich heritage of spiritual beliefs 
and practices, and its anchor is in American slavery, the spirituals, and 
continued creative responses to suffering (Smith, 1999). Spirituality has 
served as a conduit of hope, a stress reducer, and supportive element. This 
is particularly relevant to African Americans whose world view stipulates 
that all things are interconnected; human beings are spiritual; individuals 
cannot be understood separately from their collective identity; mind, body, 
and spirit are one, equal, and interrelated; and spirituality and faith are 
considered an integral component of all aspects of life (Graham, 2002).

Scholars such as Rowe and Allen (2004) indicate that individuals faced 
with the distress, struggle, and conflict created by chronic illness may search 
for relevant meaning and purpose in life through spirituality, particularly if 
these conflicts are unresolved. Folkman and Lazarus (1988) indicate that 
how individuals cope with chronic illness is quite important to functioning 
and quality of life. Pargament and Ano (2006) state that when persons are 
faced with medical illness, many turn first to their faith for hope, comfort, 
strength, meaning, and a sense of control, social support, and spiritual 
support. A number of other scholars (Albaugh, 2003; Greenstreet, 2006; 
Mattison, 2006; Morgan, Gaston-Johansson, & Mock, 2006; Nichols & 
Hunt, 2011; Pargament, 1997; Pargament, Koenig, & Perez, 2000) have 
noted the significance of spiritual wellbeing in the lives of those facing 
chronic and debilitating illnesses as a positive coping mechanism.

In my work with numerous clients diagnosed with chronic and life 
limiting illnesses, I have observed that during these challenging times 
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spirituality has had a deep and meaningful effect on and in their lives. 
Moreover, I have observed the struggles clients experience with the effects 
of their various illnesses, and have often become the sounding board for 
the deeply reflective questions to find meaning in the struggles and suf-
fering they experience.

Concern about the impact of chronic illness on a person’s life includes 
more than the effects of socioeconomic status, the patient’s social situation, 
or perceptions and responses to the diagnosis and treatment of diseases. It 
also includes the client’s response to the deleterious effects of chronic illness. 
These concerns may spark the interest of researchers in creating a greater 
understanding about the relationship of the psychosocial-spiritual aspects 
of chronic illness and a more holistic approach to care. This approach may 
be of significant interest to practitioners working with populations for 
whom illnesses such as CKD and ESRD are most prevalent. To that end, 
the basic biopsychosocial assessment may be inadequate. The inclusion of 
a spiritual assessment may aid the social work clinician in helping clients 
not only to identify the genesis of the concerns related to the chronic ill-
ness, but also to reflect on how their beliefs, values, and spirituality assist 
in confronting their concerns. 

Methodology

A qualitative phenomenological study was conducted with a purposive 
sample of 12 African American End Stage Renal Disease patients to elicit 
their use of spirituality in the midst of this life limiting illness. The study 
participants elucidated the significance of spirituality in their lived expe-
rience as a way to cope with the vicissitudes of ESRD and hemodialysis.

The protection and privacy of participants in this study was paramount 
and was provided through an approved IRB issued by the institution ap-
proving this study. In-depth interviews were conducted with 12 participants 
who met the following inclusion criteria: (a) age 21 years or older, (b) 
self-identified as African American, (c) English speaking, (d) diagnosed 
with ESRD, and (e) currently receiving hemodialysis for at least one year. 
Recruitment of participants occurred with the assistance of a center of 
Epidemiology located within an urban tertiary care hospital; participants 
were recruited from the outpatient dialysis unit.

Interviews were conducted with participants at a mutually agreed time 
at a location provided by the Epidemiology center, which proved conve-
nient for the study participants. With the permission of the participants 
the interviews were recorded for accuracy of content and data analysis. 
The interviews took one hour and participants were compensated for their 
time. The interview questions and probes were structured as recommended 
by Charmaz (2006) to eliminate bias of the researcher and to provide an 
opportunity to listen to the respondents lived experiences. The opening 
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statement was: “Tell me about your experience of living with kidney dis-
ease”, which laid the foundation for the additional four probing questions. 
The probing questions were: 1) Discuss what the term spirituality means 
to you. 2) In what circumstances is spirituality most important to you? 3) 
How do you use spirituality in your daily life? and 4) What meaning does 
spirituality have for you in relationship to ESRD? The responses to these 
questions became the rich data provided by the interviewee for data analysis.

The data analysis methodology presented by Giorgi (1970) was em-
ployed in this study. Giorgi (1970) recommends a five step process which 
consists of first reading the entire disclosures of the lived experience straight 
through to obtain a sense of the whole. The second step is the process of 
re-reading the disclosure to discover essences of the lived experience and 
identifying meaning units. The third step is to examine the meaning units 
for redundancies, clarification, or elaboration. The fourth step is reflecting 
on the meaning units, and extrapolating the essence of the experience for 
each participant. The fifth step is to formulate a consistent description of the 
meaning structures of the lived experience for all participants in the study.

Findings Regarding Faith that God Cares

Three overarching themes are: Faith that God cares; 2) Finding Mean-
ing in Ailment/Pain; and 3) Support of Family and Others.

Faith that God Cares is the overarching theme that will be explored in 
this article. Faith that God Cares indicates the importance of spirituality as 
inter-connective with both external and internal factors. The four subthemes 
which emerged from this overarching theme include:

1. Prayer develops faith and strength. 
2. Faith nurtures spirituality. 
3. Faith develops strength through prayer. 
4. Faith supports coping and hope. 

Faith that God Cares is best understood by considering the concept of 
faith as expressed by the aggregate of study participants. The faith expressed 
by 10 of the 12 study participants seemed to grow out of a conviction based 
on past experiences. These are experiences they had with God, which 
helped them to believe God could be trusted to fulfill His promises even 
if the promises did not look like what they may have wanted. The faith of 
these 10 participants seemed to transform them from the inside and helped 
them to see themselves as survivors and not victims.

Examples of discovering and living their faith were shared by three of 
the study participants. One participant indicated “My faith as far as trusting 
God everyday becomes a little bit easier because I know that it is God that 
gets me through this,” and another participant stated “I thank God and I 
pray to God every day to help build my faith because without His help and 
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guidance I would not have gotten this far.” A third participant expressed 
that “I sit and wonder sometimes on where I could be and where I’m at 
today, and I thank God.”

Subtheme 1: Prayer Develops Faith and Strength

For these study participants, the foundation of their faith appears to 
emanate from the belief that God or the Divine would bring them through 
whatever challenge they faced. The issue then becomes the strength of 
one’s foundation, and 11 of the study participants expressed the belief 
that there is no foundation stronger than faith in God or a divine being. 
This belief is expressed by most of the 12 participants. For one of the 
study participants, faith and spirituality was an ambiguous concept. This 
participant chose to think of faith as being based in one’s connection 
with nature and not a Divine being. One participant indicated “It’s [faith] 
the only way I make it through with dialysis or anything, any illnesses, 
problems that I have or whatever.” Another participant believed that if 
you “put your faith in God, He’ll do everything.” Still another participant 
professed “If you just have the faith and belief, God can do anything. But 
you got to trust Him,” and this participant declared “I put my faith in 
Him before I put it (faith) in another person. And so I have strong belief 
in faith.” Three participants proclaimed their belief regarding faith in the 
following terms: “Having faith, having faith gives me strength,” “You just 
got to have faith; He’s going to bring you through it,” and “If you have 
faith the size of a mustard seed; a mustard seed is real small, and that 
little bit of faith will get you through.”

Another aspect of Faith that God Cares is the concept of being cared 
for. Caring will endear people to one another, and in the face of adversity 
and struggle, being cared for is necessary and in many instances life sustain-
ing. Being cared for and cared about is described by study participants as a 
relational process that includes trust, faith, and a core belief that God cares.

God’s personal care for people who are confronted with adverse life 
experiences is expressed through statements made by six study participants. 
For two of these participants, the knowledge of God’s care is expressed in 
these words: “I know that God cares about me, because I could have been 
gone,” and “God is there for me, 24/7. Seven days a week, He’s there.” An-
other participant voiced God’s caring in relationship to his physical experi-
ence, “If it wasn’t for God, I would not be able to deal with these needles 
the way that I do.” Another participant spoke to her lifelong experience 
with the care of God, “This disease brings many challenges to your life; 
age does not have anything to do with it. I have had this illness as a child; 
through prayer, help from friends and family and God I have made it to this 
point.” A study participant expressed gratitude for the provision of God’s 
caring, “I just appreciate the day that God has given me. I do not focus on 
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the dialysis. I am just thankful,” and he said “I put my trust in God and 
stop all this worrying because in the good book (Bible) it says He cares.”

For many of the participants, trusting in God helps them not to be-
come anxious about their illness and what the future may hold. Trust in 
God has helped them to experience the care of God. Thus, the essence of 
the lived experience by these study participants is that faith is not about 
what they know but about who God is. Their belief and faith in a God who 
cares indicates that although they may not see the physical evidence of their 
faith through a healed body, the substance of what they have hoped for is 
present in their ability to function in spite of the difficulties of the disease. 

Subtheme 2: Faith Nurtures Spirituality

To nurture is to care for, to nourish, and to educate—all of which can 
support physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual growth. Eleven 
of the 12 study participants indicated that their trust and faith that God 
cares has nurtured their spirituality. The process of spiritual instruction and 
nurturing for the 11 study participants frequently occurred at home and 
within the church. Attending church, listening to sermons that emphasize 
hope and faith in a caring God, along with participation in Bible studies 
that teach the importance of learning and applying the word of God to life’s 
challenging situations, has for them provided the foundational nourishment 
which develops their spirituality.

Remarks made by four study participants are presented here to share 
their experiences of interacting with the church and its influence on their 
concept of spirituality. The first participant spoke to the transformative 
experience he had with the church once he overcame his initial reluctance.

I wasn’t into spirituality at first. After this (ESRD and dialy-
sis) happened, it took me a while to start going to church, 
but my nephew and my sister, they’re very religious and 
afterward they kept saying come to my church. This is his 
church as a matter of fact that we all start going to. I started 
to go to church and listening to the preacher, I felt better, 
although I wasn’t better I began to think different and feel 
different so I felt different.

Another participant shared the positive impact of how being taught to read 
her Bible and going to church has provided comfort for her through life’s 
challenging situations, and how she is transferring that knowledge to her 
grandchildren.

When I get up in the morning some people want to know 
why I am so jolly, why I’m smiling all the time. Yeah, there 
are illnesses and all that, my daughter tells me, you ain’t 
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never had no attitude, and you’re always smiling. I tell her 
I read my Bible every night. I read the 23rd Psalm and I pray 
it every day. My grandmother taught me and I tried to teach 
them. I teach my grandchildren. In fact my grandson reads 
it from the Bible in church. I try to teach them that learning 
the word of God and going to church is good. 

A third participant is a beneficiary of his wife’s involvement with church and 
his spiritual interest and growth can be attributed to her. “Being around my 
wife and her family, we say our prayers at the table and we’ll sit there and 
read the spiritual books. I want to learn about the God she talks about all 
the time.” Last, a participant conveyed the significance of the hymns she 
learned at church and the comfort they provide for her as she goes through 
the dialysis treatments.

I hum hymns all the time; they call me the hummer. I hum 
the songs, hymns I learned in church. They help me to go 
through this dialysis. Old hymns from the church, you 
know the ones I mean, Rock of Ages, and Come Ye Oh 
Disconsolate (laughs), those old hymns and hearing them 
helps me and they help the others too.

Thus, the significance of the role of church, spiritual music, and Bible read-
ing as experienced by these African Americans faced with the life-limiting 
diagnosis of ESRD is indicative of strengths accessed in times of stress.

If life results in growth, then it would also be true that spiritual life 
results in spiritual growth. For at least four of the study participants, spiri-
tual growth is a result of understanding and practicing the foundational 
principles that are given in the word of God. These four study participants 
believe the word of God is not simply a collection of words in the Bible from 
God, but a vehicle for communicating ideas. They describe what they learn 
from the word of God as life changing and dynamic as it works in them, 
penetrating the core of their family, moral, and spiritual lives.

The first participant expressed how learning the word of God has 
helped to decrease domestic tension in his home. This is significant because 
the mercurial hormonal shifts caused by ESRD can affect one’s emotional 
stability. “Learning about the word of God has helped to decrease the 
arguments in my home, it also provides some structure for our kids, and 
we had structure when we were kids, so I guess it is working out for us.” 
Another participant realized that he perhaps could not make the journey 
through this illness on his own and offers this insight, “I had to start getting 
connected to with somebody greater than myself and I found it in God.” 
For two other study participants, relationship with God was of great sig-
nificance, and that relationship was developed through reading the Bible, 
“Just reading the word, it just builds on your relationship with Him (God),” 
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and “Spirituality, it means having a relationship with a God who created 
the universe and just realizing that His love letter to us is in His Bible.”

For these study participants, the relationship developed with God/
Divine who cares is garnered through the word of God and is an essential 
spiritual process by which a person can grow and learn from both good and 
bad experiences. However, some life experiences can become so challeng-
ing that one may not see if there will ever be light at the end of the tunnel. 
Ultimately the belief and faith that God cares becomes the foundation 
through which strength through prayer emerges.

Subtheme 3: Faith Develops Strength through Prayer

 Most study participants expressed their need for prayer as a way to 
face the diagnosis of ESRD, along with the challenges one must confront 
in making decisions about dialysis. The following statements by several of 
the participants exemplify the importance of prayer in making decisions 
about dialysis, which required an inner strength they felt could only be 
accessed through prayer. One participant shared his decision making 
process, “When he [doctor] first told me about my choices, I stayed up 
all night. I prayed, I read the Bible; I talked to God all night until 5 in 
the morning. I finally felt strong enough to make a decision.” Another 
participant expressed his feelings this way; “So again it is my prayer life 
that gets me through this.” The study participants expressed a sense of 
tenacity with the decision to do dialysis as well as the experience of di-
alysis: “And I pray, but I just bear it too.” “I sit down and I had to pray a 
lot, because I want to live, this was not an easy decision to make.” “You 
know praying, it helps a lot, praying helps to give me the strength I need 
to go through this process (hemodialysis).” 

Strength through prayer presents as an integral connection to Faith that 
God Cares and may be exemplified through the scriptural reference to strength 
found in Isaiah 40:29-31: “He gives power to the weak. And to those who 
have no might He increases strength” (NIV). One participant indicated that 
his ability to traverse the illness would not have been possible without his 
dependence on God: “I had to depend on God more because of this illness 
that I have, but I realized that with God all things are possible and I am able 
to make it even with this disease, I am able to make it.”

ESRD is a physically, emotionally, and psychologically debilitating 
illness which for many study participants created a feeling of weariness. 
The weariness of the illness has at one time or another caused each of 
the study participants to feel as though they could not take another step. 
However, this did not hold true for every participant. One participant who 
did not identify spirituality as a significant experience for him focused on 
his capacity to be self-reliant and show kindness toward others as the key 
to his ability to live with ESRD. He stated, “When you do right, something 
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good happens to you, not always the way you want but something good 
will happen for you, so I believe that I have to rely on myself and hope for 
the best.” Another participant vocalized a rather unambiguous perception 
of spirituality:

Spirituality is a belief in someone you should serve. My 
wife, entire family are involved in church. My background 
is in the church as is my wife’s, she has gotten our family 
involved in the church. I am not as involved as she is; I feel 
like my wife’s involvement places me on display. I often read 
the material she reads, unbeknownst to her. I just do not 
want her to force me into what I am not ready for. My use 
of spirituality involves being around my wife and family, 
I try to keep prayers at the dinner table, we read spiritual 
books. I attend some of the programs at the church. I try 
not to curse, and try to live my life in a better way. I try to 
be less argumentative, and have my children grow up with 
structure. I try to cope with my illness from a spiritual 
perspective by praying in private and believing that HE 
[God] hears me. 

 With the exception of two participants, the belief that prayer provided 
the strength to sustain these participants through the weariness of the ill-
ness is exemplified in their words. This study participant spoke directly to 
the strength and ability to cope gained through prayer:

Faith gives you strength, through prayer you can cope 
through the day. Strength is how I get through. Prayer helps 
me to keep the faith I have through this process. Prayer helps 
me to make sure that the techs are in a good mood and have 
a good spirit that will take care of me during this process. 
Prayer and hope are the keys to my coping.

 Another participant testified to her dependence on spirituality this way:

I use my spirituality as a crutch, hmmm, you know if some 
people might say I am a Jesus freak or whatever, but I don’t 
care cause I been on the other side you know. Last year this 
time I was considered gone, but I know He (God) is for 
real and I see what He (God) can do. So I pray and use it 
(spirituality) as a crutch and lean on it every day.

The need to incorporate prayer on a daily basis is expressed by this 
participant:

I pray all the time asking God to give me the strength to 
deal with what I have to go through in a day. Because every 
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day is something, just seems like anything could happen so 
in this world we live in now. I always pray for myself and 
my family to get me though the day, I take it day by day.

How prayer was useful in helping the participants to adapt to their 
illness was another part of this subtheme. The frequent need to adapt to 
the changes ESRD causes can create a drain on one’s emotional, physical, 
and psychological strength, the participants found the use of prayer to be 
both supportive and strengthening. Prayer was the method most used by 
study participants to assist them in making the necessary modifications 
in and throughout the lived experience of the illness. Comments made by 
four of the study participants addressed prayer as a way to adapt to the 
challenges of the illness. For instance, one participant expressed, “Prayer 
is very helpful. It calms me, and gives me peace,” and another participant 
indicated, “You got to pray, first and foremost. Praying is a natural thing 
in my household; it is what helps me and them to face these problems 
that this sickness brings.” Yet another participant stated, “My prayer life is 
important to me because that’s the communication that I have between this 
great God of mine, so that’s why it is important to me.” Lastly a participant 
emphasized, “So again it’s my prayer life that gets me through this.”

In Christianity, as well as other faiths, believers may ask God/Divine 
being to act in the natural world in any number of ways. Numerous biblical 
examples of petitionary prayer and instruction regarding prayer include the 
faithful asking God to work in mechanistic, biological, and psychological 
ways. It seems that as long as the petition is offered in faith and in accordance 
with the will of God, any mode of divine action is potentially acceptable. One 
study participant shared her experience with asking God to provide a home 
for her when she had to move from a building that was in disrepair and could 
not accommodate her wheelchair. The participant stated:

I was going through the worst time in January. My house 
was falling in and I didn’t know where to turn. I couldn’t tell 
you what I was going to do. Now I remind you I have a 9 
year old, a 13 year old, and a 15 year old. But I had nowhere 
to live. And I prayed about it and I talked to God about it, 
and lo and behold, it wasn’t in my time, but it was done. 
I got a brand new house. So God is good to me and I give 
Him the praise and the glory. I have a brand new house, 
a new location, a better house than what I had. The man 
[God] is awesome. You just got to have faith; He’s going to 
pull you through it. And just when you feel like it’s a hole 
coming down to swallow you up, there He [God] comes, 
and I’ve been in my house now for six months. Not only 
have I been in it, I own it. God is awesome.
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Thus for these participants when God is understood as caring and 
strengthening, prayer then becomes the vehicle by which they accessed the 
faith that helped to support their ability to cope with the harshest realities of 
their illness. It is at these times that the concept of hope becomes a reality.

Subtheme 4: Faith Supports Coping and Hope

The manner in which a chronically ill person copes with the conse-
quences of his or her illness plays a major role in his or her adjustment to 
the illness. Ten of the study participants spoke of their faith as a supportive 
mechanism for coping and their ability to adjust to the changes created by 
ESRD and the experience of hemodialysis. Faith is conveyed as a relational 
process that includes church, prayer, self-control, and reliance on God and 
others. The active engagement in church is expressed by one participant 
this way, “I try to cope with my illness, my health, and sometimes I pray 
two or three times, with people from the church.” 

Five participants’ use of faith as a mechanism in self-control was ex-
pressed through the following practices. The first participant spoke to the 
issue of keeping her mind focused so as not to dwell on negative thoughts. “I 
have had to guard my mind on a regular basis because if I don’t, I can dwell 
on what’s wrong, and my faith helps me to keep my mind focused.” Another 
participant addressed the issue of remaining consistent with dialysis treat-
ments. “I actually had to pray and say, God, I need you to reset my mind on 
dialysis.” Yet another participant conveyed the importance of prayer as a way 
to not feel self-pity. “I can’t complain because when you complain you have 
to think that somebody is worse off than you, I always keep that in mind.” 
Another participant spoke to how the use of spirituality along with reading 
the Bible assisted him with making the changes he needed to make in his 
life. “I use it (spirituality) because like I said at one time I was doing a lot of 
things and I mean a lot of things I should not do until I started to pick up 
the book (Bible) and started to read it, and from that point on it was like all 
of the mayhem and mischief that I was doing slowly left my mind and my 
body.” A participant used gospel music to cope with the dialysis treatment, 
“I keep my head busy by listening to my gospel music while I’m sitting in 
that chair (dialysis) rather than just sitting there and going to sleep, listen-
ing to my music and reading my Bible helps me to not focus on what I have 
to go through.” For another participant, hearing the songs of the birds in 
the morning provided him with the motivation to get up and move into the 
day. “Listening to the birds early in the morning helps me to get up and ap-
preciate the God that has kept me here one more day, listening to the birds.”

Participants spoke to their ability to incorporate their faith as a cop-
ing mechanism through their dependence on God and others. “I began to 
stop doing what I wanted to do and began getting some information and 
learning some stuff and talking to some people,” and “If I didn’t believe in 
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everything that my God tells me, lets me believe, and not just what they 
(doctors) tell me, then I would have probably not gone to dialysis. I would 
have given up and just let it go and probably wouldn’t even worry about 
it. I probably would have been out there doing whatever, that’s what my 
spirituality means to me.”

For the following three participants the strength of their belief was 
a significant factor in their ability to cope with the challenges of ESRD. 
They conveyed their beliefs in these comments: “I think if you don’t have it 
(spirituality), you can’t cope with it (illness).” “If it weren’t for God none of 
this (dialysis) would be possible, I wouldn’t be sitting here, and I wouldn’t 
be able to deal (cope) with my illness the way I do.” The third participant 
stated, “Dialysis makes you strive to live longer and harder so that you do 
what you have to do to want to be here. If you cope with them [illness and 
dialysis] on a spiritual basis you can go far.”

For 10 study participants, the spiritual practices of hearing the word 
of God through music, the Bible, and nature have become the coping 
mechanisms by which they have been empowered to make the necessary 
and demanding adjustments in their lives. Eleven study participants whose 
coping strategies emanate from within a spiritual context reflect a trust that 
God will always meet their needs, even if it is the need for courage to face 
death. Although they were not asked about how they felt about death and 
dying, the ability to face the ultimate end was addressed candidly by three 
participants. The first participant stated, “My belief in a God helps me; it 
also helps me to face my end.” The second participant who addressed his 
death made this rather succinct remark, “If it’s my time to go, it’s my time to 
go. I said, just like I told them [doctors] I put my faith in Him [God].” The 
third participant conveyed his gratitude for the life he was able to live with 
dialysis; “I thank God for the dialysis and the staff that he gave me to do 
what need to be done, and I just live life as much as I can to the best I can.” 

One study participant who did not express a belief in the concept of 
spirituality made this statement regarding his preparation for dying: “I don’t 
want to die; I’m not ready to go nowhere. I need a little bit more sit down 
time with me and the Lord and ask for forgiveness and maybe start to be 
involved with the church a little bit more so that I can at least have some 
friends at my little funeral.” Even in his ambivalence regarding spiritual-
ity, he conceded that perhaps there is some comfort in knowing that by 
becoming involved with an entity that could provide forgiveness; he might 
find peace in his life. It is the desire of all people to feel good and avoid 
discomfort or pain, but for many people—particularly those whose lives are 
impacted by the vicissitudes of a devastating illness such as ESRD—living 
a life without pain and discomfort may not be an option. Thus the ability 
to trust in God or a Divine being who they believe can supply all their 
essential requirements and meet them at their level of need is a crucial 
developmental element in empowering their coping skills.
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Hope is not static but a dynamic process that often changes minute-
by-minute and day-by-day, and may be experienced differently by each 
individual. “Hope is what helps to keep me living,” was a statement made 
by one participant for whom the illness process has made life a struggle. 
Hope helps us live with a difficult present and an uncertain future. Hope is 
particularly relevant to persons with ESRD because of their need to adhere 
to inflexible dietary and fluid restrictions that less hopeful people may find 
rather difficult to cope with. In addition to inflexible physiological restric-
tions, the conflicting demands of the dialysis regimen and work/family/
social life represent a complex and often overwhelming process.

Four study participants expressed hope in their own contexts. The 
first participant referred to how prayer and hope aided her to continue 
moving forward after dialysis treatments, stating “And so when I walk out 
of here and go home, though I lay down but I know I can get back up and 
not be bedridden by any type of other problems that I already have. So by 
praying and hoping that everything is fine I continue to move forward.” 
The second participant’s comment is succinct yet filled with hope, “I hope 
and I pray that I can get a kidney.” A participant who has experienced a 
failed transplant continues to hope for another chance at a normal life. “I 
have had a kidney transplant before, but it failed; but I continue to hope 
that when they do my blood work it is good enough that I will get another 
call that I can get another transplant, so I can go back home with my daily 
life which is not spending three days in here.” The final participant made 
a declarative statement about what hope is to him: “I know there is hope. 
Hallelujah there is hope, there is hope.”

The things most hoped for by these four study participants is a con-
tinuation of the health they do have, the hope for a renewed life through 
kidney transplantation, and, most significantly, that hope for some level 
of recovery exists for them. Hope for many of the participants seems to 
emanate from within a context of believing that, even if there is a struggle, 
the hope remains that they will emerge from the struggle in a better or 
improved state of health. 

The diagnosis of ESRD will ultimately bring with it the constraints of 
dialysis and the inflexibility of lab work, diets, and restricted fluid intake. 
For this population, spirituality represented by hope is pre-eminent be-
cause it is spirituality that supports them throughout the process of dialysis 
treatment, potential declines in health, and the possibility of not receiving 
much hope for transplant. Thus, the significance for this population of 
spirituality, along with hope, for this population is its potential to support 
them throughout the process of dialysis treatment.

Several study participants expressed their hope in a God that is always 
present, especially in the ups and downs of their illness, which provided 
them with something to hold onto and something to hope for. The first 
participant spoke to how even in the transitions of the illness God is always 
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there. “We have our ups and downs, but it’s all right as long as God is there.” 
A second participant addressed how significant holding onto God who holds 
onto him has been: “This God of ours, when it seemed that all was lost and 
I had nothing else to hold onto, I realized I had God to hold onto.” Last, a 
third participant’s hope extends to his ability to return to a productive life: 

So I went yesterday and looked at the pickup truck, and it 
needs a little work, but the guy is fixing the transmission, 
and he’s going to give me that (truck), so I can start doing 
the things I used to do with the truck. I could not have 
hoped for more. I already feel productive again.

The hope of many ESRD patients is kidney transplantation. Even if trans-
plantation is not in their future, the hope of being productive once again 
provides meaning and offers purpose in their lives.

Faith that God Cares: Discussion

Faith that God Cares nurtured the participants’ spirituality by helping 
them to develop hope, which supported their ability to cope with the many 
physiological and psychological challenges and changes of ESRD and thrice 
weekly hemodialysis treatments. For the most of the study participants, the 
transformative nature of spirituality led to the development of an affirmed 
sense of self and an altruistic approach to life. For several of the 12 study 
participants, the challenges and changes they faced throughout their experi-
ence with ESDR spoke of how their spiritual relationship with God affirmed 
them as functional and productive instead of disabled and debilitated. One of 
the most significant observations from this research study is the influence of 
faith on many of the study participants. For 10 of the study participants, faith 
that God cares was not necessarily grounded in a particular faith tradition, 
but in a belief fostered through a relationship with God/Divine. For four of 
the study participants, their relationship with God began with grandparents 
or elders who introduced stories about God and taught them to read the 
Bible and how to pray. Each of the 11 study participants talked about their 
relationship with God, which seemed to evolve from experiences with God, 
creating a trust that—no matter the circumstance—God would bring them 
through. In a concept analysis on faith posited by Dyess (2011), faith is an 
evolving pattern of believing which grounds and guides authentic living and 
gives meaning in the present moment of interrelating. Interrelating with a 
God that cares will increase one’s faith and develop hope.

Faith that develops hope and faith that supports coping have been 
revealed here as two of the sub-themes identified under the major theme 
Faith that God Cares. They are highlighted as integral elements in the 
study of the participants’ coping strategies. Wright (2007) conjectures 
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that spiritual beliefs, which are the basis for the overarching theme Faith 
that God Cares, are specific, though not exclusive, to African Americans. 
Faith in a God that cares is believed to be the foundation of hope that un-
dergirded the ancestors of African Americans through the middle passage, 
through slavery, Jim Crowism, segregation, the civil rights movement, and 
the disenfranchisement/marginalization of African Americans within the 
predominate culture (Noel & Johnson, 2005). If this level of faith in a God 
who cares could bring African Americans through the sufferings and trials 
of racial and economic discrimination, these participants seemed to believe 
they could place the same faith in a God who cares to help persons who 
are facing a life limiting medical diagnoses such as ESRD. Although this 
concept of faith may not apply to every African American, for ten of the 
participants in this research study, the belief in Faith that God Cares emerged 
as a primary theme serving as the rhetorical umbrella or overarching theme 
from which the concepts of coping and the development of hope emerge.

Hope in the face of struggle, pain, and life challenges can provide one 
the tenacity to keep moving forward; as one participant noted, “hope is 
what keeps me living.” For the participants of this study who are facing 
a life limiting and disabling illness such as ESRD, hope can lead to one’s 
capability to see children grow up, hope may engender the belief that the 
illness may abate for a time and permit them to attend a loved one’s special 
event, and hope that tomorrow will be a better day may be life sustaining. 
The manner by which Rice (2000) conceptualizes hope provides a descrip-
tive metaphor for the way hope may be experienced by those for whom 
hope may at times seem fleeting:

The rainbow is God’s promise of hope for you and me. And 
though the clouds hang heavy and the sun we cannot see. 
We know above the dark clouds that fill the stormy sky, 
Hope’s rainbow will come shining through when the clouds 
have drifted by (p. 36).

Faith that God Cares then becomes the rhetorical umbrella that protects 
one from the clouds and storms of hopelessness and despair, providing the 
ability to see the rainbow of hope for tomorrow. A hope which finds its 
roots in a faith that God cares may help participants live with a difficult 
present and an uncertain future (Edey & Jevne, 2003). This degree of hope 
emerged as a coping strategy, empowering study participants to make the 
day-to-day adjustments created by ESRD and the strict treatment regime 
that is a part of it. According to Barnard (1995), hope is often expressed 
by what is called the paradox of chronic illness, which essentially means to 
“defy limitations in order to realize greater possibilities and to accept limi-
tations in order to avoid enervating struggles with immutable constraints” 
(p. 39). The constraints of ESRD are prevalent in the daily lives of anyone 
experiencing hemodialysis three times a week—constraints that limit food 
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choices, the intake of liquids, and the ability to vacation in places far from 
home. These constraints frequently lead to illness intrusiveness (Devins, 
Beanlands, Mandin, & Paul, 1997), which exerts a powerful psychosocial 
impact on those with chronic diseases such as ESRD; in many ways nega-
tively influencing one’s lived experience.

 For the vast majority of African American ESRD patients participat-
ing in this study, hope rooted in faith that God cares has proven to be an 
advantageous coping strategy in that it appears to have sustained these 
study participants in and throughout their treatment process. Paradoxically, 
the results of this research study indicate hope seems to emerge from the 
suffering associated with the effects of ESRD. This level of hope for many 
of the study participants arose from the belief (faith) that God cares and 
would bring them through whatever challenge they faced in the illness 
experience. Faith that God cares seemed to help the participants of this 
study locate an inner strength that empowered them to effectively cope 
with the illness and continue to move forward even in the face of physical 
suffering. Faith that God Cares supports coping and develops hope was 
clearly one of the resilience-related consistencies of the participants in this 
study. The concept of caring will endear people to one another in the face 
of adversity and struggle. However, being cared for is necessary—and in 
many instances life sustaining. Faith that God cares appears to be a life 
sustaining belief for many of the study participants.

Within the lived experiences of these 12 African American ESRD study 
participants, the results of this research study reveal significant areas of 
understanding about spirituality related to dealing with debilitating chronic 
and potentially fatal illness. An interesting further study would be to ex-
plore whether or in what way these responses may be distinctive to African 
Americans. For 10 of the 12 study participants who expressed faith that God 
cares, this belief has helped them to develop strength through prayer as a 
way to face the vicissitudes of a life limiting illness. Four of the 12 study 
participants indicated the prayers of family members and others added an 
additional level of support that provided encouragement and strength. Five 
of the study participants shared that the debilitating effects of ESRD were 
such that at some point in their journey they required concrete assistance 
with tasks of daily living and housing; they believe the prayers they prayed 
regarding these needs were answered, which fostered the relationship they 
have with God and seemed to solidify their faith that God cares.

Implications for Clinical Practice

With the increase of ESRD within the African American population as 
documented by current statistics (United States Renal Data System, 2013), 
it is imperative for social work clinicians to become more actively engaged 
in helping patients who are experiencing the damaging effects of this illness 
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to find positive coping strategies. The significance of spirituality should 
not dissuade but rather encourage social work practitioners to work from 
a more holistic perspective, including the beliefs and values of persons 
who are experiencing such life challenging issues. Although spirituality is 
a core value of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), approach-
ing such a personal topic can be disconcerting for both the clinician and 
the client. Hodge (2006) states that although the Joint Commission on 
Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO) requires the adminis-
tration of a spiritual assessment and most practitioners endorse the concept 
of spiritual assessment, studies suggest that social workers have received 
little training in conducting spiritual assessments. The results of a national 
study conducted with social workers in 2001 indicate, “only 17% agreed 
or strongly agreed that social workers in general possess the knowledge to 
address religious or spiritual issues” (Furman, 2001, p. 5).

 According to Derezotes (2006), in light of the paucity of training, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that many practitioners desire to learn more 
about spiritual assessment. Perhaps this interest is spurred by the social 
work practitioner’s understanding that a spiritually oriented practice will 
help inform a holistic approach to treatment. The training that is offered 
is primarily through continuing education opportunities, which are not 
mandated. In spite of the limited training in spiritual assessment processes 
and the uneasiness this level of inquiry may pose for the practitioner, it is 
important for the clinician to be open to the patient’s spiritual experience 
and how that lived experience has manifested in every aspect of their lives.

Overall Recommendations: 

In an effort to empower social work clinicians in their work with 
African American ESRD clients, I would recommend:

1. Using culturally relevant spiritual assessment tools to identify the 
significance of spiritual beliefs and values in the life experience 
of the client.

2. Including the client’s faith, spiritual beliefs and values in identify-
ing positive coping strategies.

3. Incorporating the client’s beliefs and values in the process of 
identifying and developing the key components to authentic 
empathic therapeutic relationship.

I would also recommend empowerment of social workers and mental 
health workers in this area of assessment by:

1. Including spiritual assessment tools in social work curriculums 
to expand the knowledge base of prospective clinicians.

2. Educating social work clinicians in the use of spiritual assessment 
tools in an effort to complete a more comprehensive bio-psycho-
spiritual assessment of client needs.
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3. Incorporating adequate measurement tools to effectively assess 
outcomes related to including spirituality in the therapeutic process.

Finally, in further empowering social work practitioners in their work 
with African American ESRD clients I recommend: 

1. Educating social workers and mental health clinicians in the 
practice of presence through contemplative practices.

2. Assisting social workers and mental health clinicians to employ 
the practice of presence in developing spiritually sensitive thera-
peutic relationships.

3. Incorporating the practice of presence as a way to effectively engage 
and service clients from an authentically empathic perspective.

Inclusive Spiritual Assessment

Hodge (2005) has provided a review of five complementary spiritual 
assessment approaches that provide examples of tools for clinicians to 
utilize in a given client-practitioner setting.

1. Spiritual Histories are oral histories and are analogous to 
conducting a family history. According to Hodge, this form of 
spiritual assessment is most accommodating for verbally oriented 
people. The relatively unstructured frame allows clients to relate 
their stories in a straight forward manner without having to adapt 
their narratives to fit a particular diagrammatic format. 

2. Spiritual Life Maps are more diagrammatic in their format. A 
spiritual life map is a pictorial delineation of the client’s spiritual 
journey. The spiritual life map is an illustrated account of the cli-
ent’s relationship with God over time. The most basic of this pro-
cess is a pencil drawing which includes the various trials faced, 
along with the spiritual resources used to overcome those trials.

3. Spiritual Genograms provide social workers with a tangible 
graphic representation of spirituality across at least three genera-
tions. As is the case with spiritual life maps, spiritually meaningful 
events can be incorporated, such as water and spirit baptisms, con-
firmations, church memberships, and bar mitzvahs (Hodge, 2001).

4. Spiritual ecomaps, in contrast with the previously discussed 
assessment tools, focus on clients’ current spiritual relationships. 
Spiritual ecomaps focus on that portion of clients’ spiritual stories 
that exist in present space. This assessment approach highlights 
clients’ present, existential relationship to spiritual assets. The 
heart of the spiritual ecomap is the relationship between the fam-
ily system and the spiritual systems, which are represented by 
various types of sketched lines, much like those in the spiritual 
genogram (Hodge, 2005).
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5. Spiritual echograms combine the assessment strengths of spiri-
tual ecomaps and genograms in a single assessment approach. 
Echograms tap information that exists in the present space and 
also information that exists across time. Echograms also depict 
the connection between past and present functioning. Histori-
cal influences on current systems can be seen as well as present 
relationships with historical influences.

An additional assessment option includes the FICA Tool for Spiritual 
Assessment developed by Puchalski, a physician in a Palliative Care program 
(Kilpatrick et al., 2005), and The FACT Spiritual History Tool developed 
by Larocca-Pitts (2007), a chaplain at the Athens Regional Medical Center 
in Athens, Georgia.

As lifelong learners, information about spiritual assessment tools will 
expand the abilities of social work clinicians to serve patients from a holistic 
perspective. However, simply learning about these tools, albeit important, is 
not enough. Understanding which tool to use, when to use it, with whom 
and how, is where the foundation of empathic attunement is grounded.

For example, if in the process of this study I decided to utilize a spiri-
tual assessment tool, I would need to consider the amount of time I had 
with the participants and their interest in engaging in either a structured 
dialogue or non-structured format. Knowing this information would assist 
in determining which tool would fulfill the required objective. A Spiritual 
Echogram or Spiritual Genogram would require a great deal of time and 
description to employ. If the use of a Spiritual life-map were considered, 
this spiritual assessment tool would not allow for the open free flow nature 
of a phenomenological process. Thus the selection of an oral spiritual his-
tory provided by the participant in an unstructured manner might create 
for the participant the willingness to share his or her spiritual experience, 
allowing for an in-depth exploration of the participant’s spirituality. It might 
also create the opportunity for me to be fully present in the moment in 
order to hear on a deeper level what the participant is saying, leading to 
the development of a more authentic and spiritually sensitive relationship 
between participant and researcher/clinician.

A spiritually sensitive relationship with clinical providers seems to be 
the perspective through which work with African American ESRD patients 
may prove to be most effective. In an effort to achieve such a relationship, 
the clinician must be open to the process of examining and discussing the 
significance of spirituality with the patient even if this is an area in which 
the clinician may not be well versed.

Canda (1988) conducted a series of interviews with 18 social work 
professionals from which he identified several themes that may help in 
providing insight relative to spiritual sensitivity in social work practice. 
The themes he identified indicate (1) spirituality was an integral part of 
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the professionals’ practice with their clients; (2) decisions about how to 
address religious or spiritual issues were dictated by the client; and (3) 
each of the social work professionals expressed an appreciation for diverse 
spiritual beliefs and practices while, at the same time, maintaining a strong 
commitment to her or his own faith and spiritual orientations. Based on 
these results Canda (1988) suggests “that social workers of various faiths 
and spiritual orientations can respond to the diverse spiritual needs and 
modes of expression of clients with sensitivity and affirmation” (p. 245). 
Therefore the development of spiritual sensitivity on the part of the clini-
cian may be aided with the use of appropriate spiritual assessment tools 
and create the opportunity for an authentic relationship with the patient.

The authenticity of the relationship with the clinician appears to be 
a key element in work with African Americans, particularly when faced 
with medical challenges, such as ESRD, that will impact every aspect of 
their lives and the lives of those connected to them. It is from an authentic 
empathically attuned relational perspective that social work clinicians must 
begin to view the therapeutic work entered into with African American 
patients for whom spirituality is a significant factor. The multiplicity of is-
sues faced by African American ESRD patients receiving hemodialysis are 
such that their emotional state, psyche, and sense of self are under attack 
by the depleting physiological functioning of their bodies, along with the 
challenge of not feeling heard or being understood by the predominant 
medical culture. It becomes an opportunity for the clinician to understand 
and genuinely empathize with the cultural and spiritual experience of the 
African American client in order to enter the client’s world, assisting him/
her to find his/her own voice.

Conclusion

 From a practice perspective, if one is to work with African American 
patients from a holistic and empathic focus, one must take time to learn and 
understand the present position of the patients in regard to their experience 
of spirituality. The process of learning about the patient evolves from a ho-
listic perspective that is inclusive of a spiritual assessment. Implementation 
of a spiritual assessment tool such as the types mentioned earlier serves 
as a way of gathering information about the patient that would include 
spiritual beliefs and values. Utilizing a spiritual assessment would help 
to expand the overall valuation and make inquiring about the patient’s 
spirituality feel less intrusive and a more natural part of the assessment 
process. The use of a spiritual assessment tool would be inclusive of every 
patient the social worker encounters, therefore not targeting only African 
American patients. However the inclusion of a spiritual assessment tool 
would allow the African American patient to experience the discussion of 
his or her spirituality as a more organic process and become the basis for 
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an authentic empathic relationship between patient and worker. Canda 
(1988) indicates “spiritually sensitive social workers address clients as 
whole persons, applying professional roles, rules, and assessment labels 
in a flexible way that is responsive to the values of the client and his or 
her community” (p. 32). 

The information gained from a holistic assessment will assist the social 
work clinician working with African American ESRD patients for whom 
spirituality is significant in identifying the strengths gained from the client’s 
spirituality. In doing so, the clinician may better assist the patient in apply-
ing those strengths in times of overwhelming struggles during the course of 
his or her illness and dialysis treatment. The use of a spiritual assessment 
tool would not be pursued in depth with the patient for whom spirituality 
is not a significant factor, but its initial use provides the opportunity to find 
out just how significant spirituality may be, which wouldn’t necessarily be 
apparent otherwise. Nevertheless, exploration of the patient’s strengths and 
coping styles continues to be important for and with a patient for whom 
spirituality is not a significant factor. The exploration of the non-spiritual 
(or differently spiritual) clients’ coping strategies should be a part of the 
overall bio-psycho-social assessment done by the clinician, and in doing so 
identifying the strengths of whatever their perspective is in assisting them 
with facing this illness and other life challenges. 

As social work clinicians, we can be viewed as harbingers of hope by 
those for whom hope may seem transient. Therefore we must understand 
the importance of providing care from a holistic perspective. For many 
African Americans, spirituality is the foundation from which their lives are 
lived. According to Akbar (2004), the African views the person as spirit 
in his or her essence with the physical and mental components. Spiritual-
ity is the basis from which decisions about every aspect of their lives are 
made (Akbar, 2004). 

When faced with struggles that are life changing, many study partici-
pants referred to the Bible as their go-to guide for the values and principles 
that emanate from their conviction in faith that God cares. According to the 
study participants, this belief has more frequently than not been fostered by 
their past experiences with God. The foundation of this belief was verbal-
ized by several study participants, either directly or indirectly, throughout 
the intensive interview sessions. Prayers prayed to God, like personal 
requests made to someone with whom you are in relationship with, have 
proven that God cares. It is from this perspective that 10 of the 12 African 
American ESRD patients in this study have had their lives transformed 
and have developed an altruistic relationship with others helping to find 
meaning in the pain and suffering of the illness. v
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The Influence of Faith 
Background on Mennonite 
Students’ Choice of Social 
Work As a Profession:  
An exploratory Study

Jennifer Chappell Deckert & Edward Canda

This exploratory qualitative study examines whether and how Mennonite social 
work students in the Midwest were motivated by their faith perspectives to 
pursue social work as a professional career. There is little research related to 
Mennonite or Anabaptist social workers and none regarding their integration 
of faith and vocation into their decision to become social workers. Three social 
work students at a Mennonite college were interviewed, with an emphasis on 
their religious perspectives, current religious activities, and personal experi-
ences that led them to choose social work. Findings from this small, insight-
generating pilot study indicate that these Mennonite social work students were 
influenced by faith tenets that were complementary with social work values, 
including service, compassion, work with the marginalized, and community 
transformation. Suggestions for expanded research are provided.

Social work core values of service, social justice, dignity and 
worth of the person, importance of human relationships, integrity, 
and competence guide our profession (National Association of Social 

Workers, 2008). These values contribute to a practice orientation histori-
cally influenced by Jewish and Christian religious perspectives that include 
the values of charity, community support, and service (Canda & Furman, 
2010; Lee & Barrett, 2007; Graham & Shier, 2009; Tangenberg, 2005). For 
many social workers, there are connections between social work practice 
and their own religious backgrounds (Furman, Benson, Grimwood, & 
Canda, 2004; Lee & Barrett, 2007). For example, some choose to enter 
the profession out of a sense of spiritual calling and hope to integrate their 
spiritual values with social work (Canda & Furman, 2010). However, there 
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has not been much research related to the influence of students’ religious 
perspectives on their decision to commit to the profession of social work. 
Most of the relevant research addresses Christian social workers’ views; 
but within this literature there is little regarding Mennonite social workers 
(Wolfer, 2011).

In order to explore this topic and to lay groundwork for further inquiry, 
this article presents an introduction to Mennonite beliefs and shares the 
results of a small insight generating exploratory study of Mennonite social 
work students’ views about connections between their faith background and 
their decision to become social workers. This study provides some insight 
for the social work profession about the Mennonite tradition, contributes 
to the literature about links between spirituality and the call to social work, 
provides insights for Mennonite colleges with social work departments 
about the ways in which social work and Mennonite values may or may 
not be connected from the perspective of Mennonite social work students, 
and offers suggestions for further research.

Preliminary Literature Review

While some social workers view their career choice as simply a way 
to earn a living, many are motivated by their religious or nonreligious 
spiritual perspectives to pursue social work as a career, given its emphasis 
on the principles of social justice and service (Davidson & Caddell, 1994; 
Furman, Benson, Grimwood, & Canda, 2004; LeCroy, 2002; Lee & Barrett, 
2007; Russel, 1998. For example, Lee and Barrett (2007) reported that in 
their interviews with 30 social work professionals, 50% indicated that their 
personal sense of spirituality motivated them to enter social work, and the 
majority of them valued the spiritual dimension as an important motivator 
for clients and practitioners. Interviews with  Christian social work stu-
dents illustrated that some were motivated to become social workers by the 
example of Jesus’ care for people who were poor, oppressed, and afflicted 
or by a sense of God’s call for them to take on a life of service (Singletary, 
Harris, Myers, & Scales, 2006).

Canda and Furman (2010) wrote, “Social work in its best sense can 
be considered a spiritual vocation” (p.35). They describe how various re-
ligious and nonreligious spiritual perspectives motivate people to follow a 
call to social work and how these perspectives provide values, knowledge, 
and skills for social work practice. On an even broader level, Coles (1994) 
recounted stories of many social service volunteers, activists, and profes-
sionals who put the call to service into action, such as Dorothy Day, the 
founder of the Catholic Worker Movement. This religiously motivated 
movement argues that Jesus Christ called his followers to a life of charity 
and service to those on the margins of society. A mission of nonviolence, 
economic justice, and the provision of social services align with social 
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work values. Likewise, liberation theology has influenced social activists 
who are inspired by their faith perspective with values of prioritizing work 
for the poor, oppressed, and marginalized (Freire, 2000; Gutierrez, 1988; 
Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2012).

This connection between social justice, service, and faith is congruent 
with foundational Mennonite doctrine (Mennonite Church, USA, 1995). 
Mennonites are a group of Anabaptists who migrated to North America 
from Europe because of religious persecution in the 16th and 17th centuries. 
Mennonites are Anabaptists, which means that they only baptize those who 
voluntarily choose to become part of the church once they have learned 
about the denomination and are ready to make a personal commitment. 
The Anabaptist movement originated as a departure from the norm of con-
formity to hierarchical church structure and authority and the practice of 
child baptism in Catholic and some other Protestant churches of the time. 
In the 16th century, Anabaptists referred to various groups of people whose 
faith was outside of the traditional Protestant state church doctrine. Menno 
Simons founded the Mennonite church as a reaction to violent uprisings 
because he felt there was a particular role for pacifism and nonviolence 
within the Anabaptist context. Additionally, there was a strong emphasis 
on faith that is expressed in word and deed (Heinzekehr, Mennonite theo-
logian, Personal Communication, November 12, 2015).

The core values of Mennonites include a simple lifestyle, nonviolence 
and pacifism, social justice, adult baptism, faith that is active in service to the 
poor, inclusive or lay leadership, and a theological ethic of environmental 
stewardship (Mennonite Church USA, 1995). Based on their Mennonite 
understanding of the teachings of Christ, they advocate for the separation 
of church and state, the rejection of violence including military service, 
personal choice, and a nonhierarchical church structure. In fact, many 
Mennonites feel that Christ calls them to work with, and in some instances 
to live in service with, the poor or marginalized people (Wolfer, 2011).

Mennonites maintain an ethic of mutually supportive community liv-
ing. They are enjoined to care for one another and to translate their internal 
personal beliefs into outward action for community transformation toward 
peace and justice. They believe that the church can be “an engine for social 
change in the world” (Wolfer, 2011, p. 154). For this reason, Mennonites 
view individuals as intricately connected to relationships within com-
munities. Individuals use their free will and choose to join the Mennonite 
church. In that decision, they agree to live by community standards and 
consent to the authority of the community. Mennonites honor autonomy 
in the decision to join the church. This is paired with a strong sense of 
community accountability that guides behavior (Heinzekehr, Personal 
Communication, November 12, 2015).

Mennonites contributed to service innovations that are relevant to 
social work. For example, during the second World War, Mennonites ne-
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gotiated conscientious objection and many completed alternative service 
requirements in mental health or hospital settings. As a result of this, Men-
nonites became early pioneers in community-based mental health services. 
Likewise, in the 1960s and 1970s, there was a shift in Mennonite churches 
towards increased political engagement related to racial justice and non-
violence (Heinzekehr, Mennonite Theologian, Personal Communication, 
November 12, 2015). Aligned with other denominations, Mennonites cur-
rently engage in overseas service and relief work, faith-based mental health 
services, disaster response, victim-offender dialogues, accountability for sex 
offenders, and peaceful witness during war (Wolfer, 2011).

This small, insight-generating pilot study explores the potential areas of 
congruence between Mennonite faith perspectives and Mennonite students’ 
choice to become social workers. While it only explores this question in a 
tentative way, it is the first study to explore the connection between voca-
tion and faith for specifically Mennonite social workers.

Methodology

This study uses a theoretical framework of narratology, which looks 
at speaking and writing as a form of understanding and interpreting mean-
ing (Patton, 2002). Exploring meaning involves revealing a story line or 
pattern (Bruner, 1990). This interpretive approach extends from social 
constructionism, hermeneutics, and phenomenology, all of which examine 
how humans construct meaning in their lives based on their lived experi-
ences (Cresswell, 2013. Narratology seeks to understand meaning within 
written and oral stories provided for narrative analysis in a research study 
(Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). This approach is useful for this study 
because it makes it possible to explore personal perspectives, values, and 
sense of identity of students related to Mennonite faith and the social work 
profession (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008).

The researchers obtained approval for the study from the sponsoring 
university’s Institutional Review Board for human subjects research. The first 
author designed and implemented the research protocol under supervision 
and auditing by the second author.

Research Questions

The following research question guided this study: In what way, if any, 
does a Mennonite faith background influence these Mennonite students to 
choose social work as a professional career? Insights about this overarch-
ing question were sought through the following detailed sub questions:

1. What are the personal experiences or influences that led students 
toward pursuing a degree in social work?
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2. What influences, if any, came from students’ Mennonite back-
grounds?

3. What influences, if any, came from studying social work at a 
Mennonite college?

4. In what ways do Mennonite values or theological themes ex-
pressed by students connect with social work values?

5. What current religious practices do the students engage in?
6. In what ways, if any, are these religious practices incorporated 

into their professional lives as social workers?

Data Collection Procedures

Sampling

Senior level undergraduate social work students or recent graduates 
of a small, liberal arts, Mennonite college in the Midwestern USA were 
interviewed for this study. While there are multiple religions represented 
in the student body, many students who attend are associated with the 
Mennonite Church and they were the focus of this study. Students in the 
program take core courses in social work but are also required to complete 
liberal arts requirements that include a course about peace, justice, and 
conflict studies, and a course about the Bible and religion. This Mennonite 
college has explicitly stated core values that are congruent with social work, 
including service, integrity, compassion, social justice, and working with 
oppressed or marginalized populations.

Study participants for this inquiry were selected via purposive sampling 
in order to ensure that participants had experience relevant to the study (Pat-
ton, 2002). Selection criteria included status as a senior in college or a gradu-
ate in 2013, a social work major, a self-declared Mennonite who is actively 
practicing this religion in some form, the completion of the basic Bible and 
religion course, and being particularly articulate and showing strong com-
munication skills. These skills were based on their previous academic work 
and were assessed by a social work faculty member. Qualified potential study 
participants were referred to the researcher by social work faculty members at 
this Mennonite institution. Actual participants were selected based on will-
ingness to participate and availability for interviews. Their participation was 
confidential and anonymous. A total of three students were interviewed. This 
small number was sufficient only for exploring insight and was not intended 
for the purpose of generalization. Meetings were scheduled with each of the 
participants to explain the research project, request consent, and ask for a 
copy of an assignment they had previously written for the bible and religion 
course that discussed their theological perspective (to be explained later).

Participants were homogenous in many ways. All three were young 
adults (early 20s), female, Caucasian, Mennonite, social work majors, and 
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in their last semester at a Mennonite college. All three were raised in the 
Midwest region of the U.S.A. One grew up in a small city and two had ru-
ral backgrounds. The homogeneity of the sample was due to the specified 
inclusion criteria and the small pool of potential participants for the study.

As a part of their Bible and religion course, students were required to 
submit an essay that summarized their theological perspective. The essay 
gives students the opportunity to articulate their own faith perspective 
as they understand it at that moment in time. These essays were not ana-
lyzed as data, but were read to provide background related to Mennonite 
values, theology, and details of their faith perspectives. This background 
information allowed for the individual tailoring of interview guides for 
each participant.

The primary source of data for this study was a semi-structured in-
terview of about 60 minutes with each student, focused on soliciting ex-
amples and personal reflections about the topics in the research questions. 
Examples of the interview content included information about the personal 
background of the student as relevant to the research question, students’ 
stories about their understanding of Mennonite faith and theology, stories 
about reasons for their choice of social work, and ways that they integrate 
their faith and social work. The interviews followed a collaborative, con-
versational, and interpretive approach (Patton, 2002). Questions on the 
interview guide were adapted during the interview to allow for a responsive 
and reflective interview process. The participants’ stories and interpretation 
of the meaning of these stories were key for this inquiry (See Appendix A).

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. All personally identi-
fying information was removed from transcripts and names were replaced 
by a pseudonym in order to maintain confidentiality.

Interviews were conducted in a room reserved at the college library that 
allowed for private uninterrupted conversation. A post-interview follow-
up email was sent to check for clarification of student’s comments and to 
express gratitude for participation in the study was completed.

Data Analysis Procedures

Analysis procedures used a social constructionist version of the con-
stant comparative method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) with attention to nar-
rative qualities of meaning, identity, and self-reflection (Riessman, 2008) 
and to relevance to the research questions (Cresswell, 2013). Efforts were 
made to identify consistencies as well as variations in the insights and 
stories recounted by the study participants. MS Word was used to manage 
the text during the coding and sorting process. The themes that emerged 
from analysis are used to organize the following presentation of findings.
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Support for Rigor of Design

Four criteria commonly accepted in qualitative inquiry (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985) to support methodological rigor (i.e., credibility, dependability, 
confirmability, and transferability) were supplemented by the narrative 
approach criterion of researcher authenticity (Loh, 2013).

Regarding dependability, all research procedures were carefully docu-
mented in an audit trail and were supervised. All interviews were conducted 
in the same way with similar contextual surroundings in order to ensure 
consistency. Transcriptions were examined for accuracy. Regarding cred-
ibility, member checking (i.e., verifying accuracy of the researcher’s repre-
sentation of participants’ views) was conducted during interviews and in 
follow-up phone interviews through questions to clarify intended meanings 
(Mischler, 1990). Audit by the supervisor checked that findings could be 
traced back to the data in the transcripts in order to support confirmability.

The first author’s shared faith background supported credibility and 
also authenticity with the participants. As a Mennonite social worker who 
graduated from a Mennonite college, the first author shared intellectual, 
spiritual, and emotional understandings of this religious perspective. 
While this is an asset for establishing rapport and understanding nuances 
of religious terms used by the participants, caution was taken to avoid 
the conscious or unconscious insertion of preconceived ideas and biases 
regarding the interpretation of this data (Padgett, 2008). The first author 
consulted with the second author and other non-Mennonite professional 
colleagues on the data analysis and interpretation of findings. In addition 
to the credibility procedures mentioned above, a “test-sampling procedure” 
in narrative analysis was used, including multiple inquiries into possible 
meanings, repeated listening to transcripts, and focused analysis (Mischler, 
1990). A reflexive process of journaling, discussion with peers, and super-
vision was employed to process the researcher’s feelings and reflections on 
the research process and to minimize potential research bias.

A consultant panel of three Mennonite social workers and a Men-
nonite theologian allowed for added perspectives on the data analysis and 
interpretation of data. Specifically, this panel discussed Mennonite theo-
logical distinctives. While the consensus is that there is a wide interpreta-
tion of Mennonite values, the panel validated the students’ perceptions 
as aligned with Mennonite traditional values. The consultation with the 
panel allowed for improved trustworthiness of the study, even as a small, 
insight-generating pilot study.

Because of the limited nature of this pilot study, there is little immedi-
ate transferability. There is no intention to make extensive generalizations 
to populations beyond the participants. However, the study findings were 
linked back to insights from prior scholarly literature in order to generate 
recommendations for future research and social work education. Also, 
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sufficient details of findings are presented to help readers determine what 
might be relevant to their own interests about the influence of spiritual 
perspectives on social work students.

Findings

Research findings are organized according to six major themes that 
emerged from analysis. These themes were then aligned with their relevancy 
to the research questions.

Religious Practices 

All three of the respondents mentioned their involvement in religious 
practices. All engaged in prayer, both for the purposes of petition and for 
personal centering and meditation. Methods of prayer included silent and 
spoken prayer, spending time outside in nature, or reflective walking. 
Participants referred to prayer as a method for re-centering/re-aligning 
themselves, for dealing with stress, for relaxation or calming, and coping 
with stress. As one participant said, “[I can] re-center or re-align myself 
with what I think my path should be or how I want to be acting and inter-
acting with my world.” Another referred to the frustrations in her social 
work practicum, “When I can’t physically help families who are hurting, 
I can pray for them.”

All participants mentioned church attendance, though with varying 
degrees of regularity. There was agreement that church offers them support, 
which can feel good. One participant said, “I always feel better after going 
to church.” Another said, “It’s nice to feel that you are being supported at 
both times [difficult and joyous] of your life, and it is nice to feel that for 
others too.” Bible study, especially in a group with friends, was highlighted 
as a rewarding religious practice for two of the participants. Participants 
also reported being inspired by the music in church and appreciating the 
volunteer opportunities provided by churches.

Two of the three students mentioned the Mennonite youth convention, 
a very large gathering of Mennonites occurring every other year, as a pivotal 
religious experience. For example, they recounted an exercise in there in 
which they wrote negative thoughts about themselves on mirrors and then 
broke them as a symbolic act of freeing themselves from the negativity.

Faith Perspectives

Two students reflected on their on-going personal spiritual formation 
and how they have changed over time. This was paired with a confident 
understanding of the presence of God:
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…my faith journey toward God will be never-ending. I may 
reach a place where I feel accepting of God, but another 
experience will cause me to reach toward another horizon 
further away. This metaphor tells me it’s okay to never fully 
understand God. Thinking about this will help me when 
I feel like my concept of God is not good enough, or has 
abandoned me.

Another spoke of faith as an integrated separate part of her being: “When I 
feel more whole emotionally then I also feel more whole spiritually…[I am] 
just a more healthy person altogether when everything is working better.”

Two students expressed their desire for a more modern approach to 
church. They said they were tired of the “traditional, repetitious” services 
and were looking for something more contemporary. As one explained, 
“I am definitely interested in a contemporary, younger congregation with 
people who might be a bit more radical and might explore some bigger, 
real-life problems.”

All three of the participants spoke of their identity as a Mennonite, 
providing examples of simple lifestyles, the importance of community, sing-
ing in four-part harmony, an ethic of frugality, environmental stewardship, 
adult baptism, nonviolence, and an emphasis on service. They also reflected 
that Mennonites share and understand norms and ideals that others may 
not. For example:

…one of the really important things that I find with a church…
that I feel supported and I feel like it is a healthy community 
and like I have connections with people….that’s some of the 
most important stuff that comes from a church for me.

Important Life Principles that Influence the Student 

When asked what important life principles guide them in their daily 
lives, responses highlighted compassion, non-violence, kindness, the need 
for healthy relationships (illustrated by honesty, clear communication, and 
trust), and the dictum to treat others as they want to be treated. They also 
mentioned the value of sharing a community with people who will chal-
lenge and support one another emotionally, spiritually, and economically.

Students reflected on the various factors that have influenced them in 
their decision to attend a Mennonite college and to become a social worker. 
All three of them mentioned church influences, either through a personal 
mentor, experiential learning, or community norms. One stated, 

I grew up going to a Mennonite church and a lot of people 
in my church were involved in service in all sorts of differ-
ent ways. Like, either doing MVS [Mennonite Voluntary 
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Service] after college or…overseas missionaries…I had 
just kind of been around a lot of people doing service, and 
so that was…something I was interested in being a part of.

Other influential factors included family, friends, pastors, social work 
faculty, and the lessons learned from the Bible.

Intersection of Faith and Social Work 

The most significant connection between faith and social work for 
these participants was the ideal of service. Between the three respondents, 
they mentioned personal experience with more than eight different service 
organizations, many of which were Mennonite service organizations. The 
experiences they had through church volunteer opportunities and work 
with marginalized populations drove their interest in social work as a 
profession. This is evident in the following quote: 

I don’t think that there was, like I can’t remember a time 
where I was like, oh, now I really want to service people and 
that’s social work…serving has been something I’ve been 
thinking about for awhile and that I’ve known I wanted to 
do my whole life… social work was…my alley into whatever 
sort of service work I end up doing.

Another student referred to the biblical passage of Jesus helping “the blind 
and the lame”: “…helping those people that need your help even though 
other people just look at them as possibly nothing.”

One student described how her faith influenced her perspective as a 
social worker more than it actually influenced the specific things she did 
in social work. For example, her faith may influence her view of a work 
situation and may affect how she does things, but it would not be some-
thing that she overtly acknowledged. Another referred to challenges in the 
workplace when colleagues may have differences of opinions related to 
ethics and religion. She said that colleagues with different faith perspectives 
may see things very differently, which could cause potential conflict in the 
workplace. The importance of maintaining healthy boundaries between 
work and church was also mentioned as a challenge for social work. For 
example, students felt that their church could offer respite or renewal from 
stressful work situations. Still, a respect for consumer self-determination 
and individual religious perspective is important to maintain.

Fostering healthy relationships, the satisfaction of helping others, 
and work with marginalized people were all elements expressed by the 
respondents that connect their faith to social work. Challenges were also 
mentioned, specifically when their perspective as a social worker helps 
them to understand scenarios differently than they may without an under-
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standing of social work values. One student told a story of when she saw 
a homeless man on the street and wanted to provide immediate help, and 
also struggled with the macro social work questions related to why he was 
homeless and where he could find access to resources.

The general use of prayer to facilitate better service as social workers, 
rather than intercessory prayer for specific actions, was mentioned by all 
three students.

…prayer does not always have to be about trying to change 
or shape events, but can also be simply relational. Instead 
of asking God to change something and basing a reaction 
on whether or not the change is favorable, the act of pray-
ing itself causes the change. Praying changes the mind…
[prayer changes me]

Prayer can be helpful for “lightening the load” of social workers and 
dealing with stress as well as a way to internally change the perspective of 
a social worker so they are better able to help someone else.

Students mentioned that understanding diverse religious perspectives, 
increasing religious tolerance, and potential ethical dilemmas related to 
boundaries and self-determination were all important aspects of being a 
social worker and should be included in social work curriculum. While 
students felt that their Mennonite background provided a valuable founda-
tion for them as social workers, they also recognized that they also needed 
to understand and respect other kinds of spiritual perspectives. The use of 
church as a community of support to deal with social work related stress 
was also emphasized.

Future Plans

Participants in this study all planned to work with marginalized popu-
lations (specifically the impoverished or those experiencing interpersonal 
conflict), and one planned on starting her career as a volunteer with a 
Mennonite service organization.

Student recommendations for linking faith to social work

Students in this study all felt that the incorporation of religious and 
spiritual content into the social work curriculum was important. They ex-
pressed that exposure to varied perspectives is important, and they would 
appreciate experiential learning as well as traditional learning. A specific 
example of this was a suggestion to attend diverse religious services. While 
they felt that the Mennonite college experience prepared them well and 
gave them a variety of perspectives, they feel like additional spiritual and 
religious content could be incorporated into the curriculum.
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Discussion

This very small, insight-generating pilot study begins to provide some 
understandings for the field of social work about the Mennonite faith and 
some perspectives of Mennonite social work students and a theologian. 
A consultant panel of Mennonite social workers reviewed these findings 
and concurred that there were specific areas of congruence worth further 
exploration. For example, the theological importance of community life and 
accountability suggests that both individual and community influences are 
deeply considered in Mennonite congregations. For Mennonites, autonomy 
is evaluated within a larger context (family, community, society). This links 
well with a social work perspective of person-in-environment. Likewise, the 
social work values of service, social justice, and dignity and worth of the 
person align with traditional Mennonite values of service, compassion, work 
with marginalized populations, and an ethic of community transformation

The interviews did not examine specific views that are distinctively 
Mennonite and not related to other faith traditions. However, Mennonite 
values, according to the perspective of these social work students and the 
consultant panel do align with their perspective as social workers.

Individual variables such as faith development and church involvement 
are both very important considerations that were not specifically measured 
in this sample. Understanding the level and depth of commitment these 
students have toward the Mennonite church could better inform the field.

Likewise, there is a great deal of theological variation among Men-
nonites. As a result, there would likely be differences in perspectives with 
additional student interviews. Variations among Mennonites and between 
Mennonites and other Protestant traditions cannot be defined by this study.

Implications

Since this was an exploratory, interview-based study, with a small 
sample size, there is no intention to generalize the findings in a statistical 
sense. However, this study offers a look into how aspects of a specific faith 
tradition play a role in shaping social work students as they begin to embark 
on social work as a vocation. The following implications were developed 
by connecting the insights of the student participants with those of the 
consultants and previous scholarly literature.

Implications for Social Work Practice

The results of this exploratory study suggest that there may be areas 
of congruence between the Mennonite faith perspective and social work 
values and that this congruence influenced study participants to become 
social workers. This study informs the social work profession about some 
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aspects of the Mennonite faith and provides an example of the integration 
of a spiritual perspective with students’ early experience entering the profes-
sion. The values of these students (e.g., compassion, concern for the poor 
and marginalized, social justice) are consistent with those discussed in the 
previous studies mentioned in the literature review, but a specific Mennonite 
version and context are highlighted. This example complements Wolfer’s 
(2011) description of the Mennonite faith and the role of Mennonites in so-
cial service organizations, such as Mennonite Disaster Service or Mennonite 
Central Committee. This study offers a glimpse into the early formation of 
Mennonite social work students that could lead to their engagement with 
such professional activities later in their career. More practice implications 
are discussed in the following section regarding how social work education 
can prepare students to integrate their spirituality into their work.

Implications for Social Work education

Participants in this study appreciated their social work education pro-
gram’s attention to an integrative approach to faith and social work practice 
and emphasized the importance of expanding this. This is consistent with 
Sheridan and von-Hemert’s (1999) larger scale survey on students’ views 
that many acknowledge it is important to address spirituality within edu-
cation. Participants’ suggestions in particular reinforce the need for faith-
affiliated social work education programs to foster this integration. The 
faith perspectives of these Mennonite students helped them by providing 
congruent values, fostering a sense of life direction linked to vocation, 
providing exemplary figures in their biblical stories and their religious 
communities, facilitating coping strategies, increasing tolerance and un-
derstanding, and providing social and emotional support. Mennonite-based 
social work programs could explore how to maximize the educational 
benefits of these qualities of the faith perspective.

The Mennonite students used prayer as a form of personal reflection 
to manage their own feelings and “lighten the load” of social work. Social 
work educators can encourage students to use self-reflective strategies that 
are congruent with their personal preferences as a means to keep them 
centered on the work at hand and to foster an integrative perspective for 
the practitioner. However, there can be important ethical issues regarding 
the use of prayer or other religiously-based activities in work with clients, 
such as projecting social workers’ own values and preferences onto their 
hopes for clients through intercessory type prayer or violating professional 
boundaries through imposition of prayer on clients (Kvarfordt & Sheridan, 
2007). The students did not mention engaging in these kinds of prayer ac-
tivities. However, in order to help students prepare for professional practice 
situations and to prevent ethical violations, it would be helpful to provide 
guidelines such as those by Canda and Furman (2010).
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Another finding relates to the importance of belonging to a supportive 
faith community, especially a community that shares the parallel values of 
service, social justice, and work with marginalized populations. A support-
ive faith community, while at times insular, can encourage and motivate 
students by offering mentoring relationships, shared mission, compassion-
ate service, and common ethics. Relationships within this framework can 
encourage and challenge students as well as offer opportunities to connect 
with others who want to work in the area of justice and service. This helps 
students make connections between their personal and professional val-
ues. Social work educators can encourage students by helping to create a 
sense of community in the educational setting that respects their personal 
faith community commitments and helps them to integrate this with their 
growing sense of belonging to the social work profession.

Social work educators need to attend to students in a holistic way, 
providing opportunities for connections in the community in order to fos-
ter personal growth and effective practice skills. In order to approach this 
ethically, sensitivity to students’ individual spiritual or faith perspective is 
critical, as it is commonly connected to vocational draw for social workers 
(Lee & Barrett, 2007). Efforts to encourage students to integrate faith and 
social work need to be grounded in students’ interests and perspectives 
and not limited to a single perspective.

Likewise, students need to understand how their faith perspective 
could be misapplied in ways that are harmful in helping relationships and 
how to maintain healthy boundaries in order to keep the clients’ goals, 
beliefs, and priorities primary (Canda & Furman, 2010). Despite areas of 
congruence between some Christian values and social work values, they 
sometimes come into conflict or result in ethical dilemmas (Dessel & 
Bolen, 2014; Hodge, 2002; Ressler, 1998; Ressler & Hodge, 2000; Spano 
& Koenig, 2003.

Incongruences can also be found in the Mennonite Church. For ex-
ample, Schmidt-Tieszen and Canda (1999) explored challenges regarding 
how a Mennonite Accountability Group attempted to balance the value of 
faith community maintenance and mutual support with the accountability 
of a clergy perpetrator of sexual abuse. Recently, Goossen (2015) exam-
ined how Mennonites responded to allegations of persistent sexual abuse 
within the church attributed to John Howard Yoder, who was a prominent 
Mennonite theologian. This scandal has severely affected Mennonites, both 
directly and indirectly. Mennonite scholars note a lack of accountability by 
the church in addressing these issues of sexual violence (Goossen, 2015; 
Krehbiel, 2014; Schirch, 2014). While none of the respondents in this 
insight-generating pilot study mentioned these current issues in the Men-
nonite church, it is noteworthy in any discussion related to the congruence 
of social work values and the Mennonite faith. In Mennonite based social 
work education, these kinds of ethical quandaries could be explored, both 
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in order to familiarize students with current issues and to prepare them for 
working with clients who might be struggling with experiences of religious 
community-based abuse. 

A second, broader example is that some Christian traditions can pro-
mote judgmentalism and discrimination toward people who do not conform 
to their moral and behavioral standards (Keith-Lucas, 1985). According to 
a survey conducted by Mennonite sociologist Kenagy (2015), credentialed 
leaders of the Mennonite church are deeply split regarding the inclusion 
of gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender people as church members or in 
leadership positions (Kenagy, 2015).

Still, there are some conservative or evangelical Christian social work-
ers who feel that some social work values challenge or contradict some 
of their personal beliefs. This is also true for Mennonites. Faith-affiliated 
social work education programs can help students to manage these conflicts 
in a way that honors their faith commitments while also upholding social 
work professional values and ethical requirements (Dessel & Bolen, 2014; 
Keith-Lucas, 1985; Spano & Koenig, 2003).

In this study, students emphasized the areas of value congruence and 
did not identify specific contradictions or tensions between their faith tenets 
and professional social work values, perhaps because of their perception of 
a high level of congruence between Mennonite tradition and social work’s 
views of justice, because of lack of experience in social work, or because 
they were not comfortable to mention these challenges. However, they 
did recommend that their education provide a more expanded familiarity 
with diverse religious perspectives. As conflicts in the Mennonite church 
related to sexual abuse, sexuality, and sexual orientation continue to arise, 
experienced Mennonite social workers who have had educational prepara-
tion to deal with such issues in a professionally appropriate manner could 
be a valued resource for congregations needing assistance in addressing 
these challenges.

Implications for Further Research

This study identifies potential research questions for further research 
about Mennonites in the field of social work and contributes to understand-
ing of the influences of religious perspective on choice of social work as a 
profession. Further understandings about Mennonite faith and social work 
need to be explored.

First, this insight-generating exploratory study should be considered 
as a pilot study that could lead to conducting a much larger qualitative 
study of Mennonite social work students within one university in order to 
develop more extensive insights into their experiences along with detailed 
recommendations for enhancing that particular educational program. The 
study could also be conducted in multiple universities in a variety of rural 

FAITH AND MENNONITE STUDENTS’ CHOICE OF SOCIAL WORK AS A PROFESSION



SOCIAL WORK & CHRISTIANITY228

and urban geographical regions across the United States in order to obtain 
more depth and breadth of understanding. This type of study could also be 
conducted with social work students of different religious or nonreligious 
spiritual perspectives in order to compare their experiences and to un-
derstand what is distinctive about Mennonite perspectives of social work.

Another way to expand this line of inquiry would be to address 
different developmental levels. Given that the participants of this study 
were undergraduate social work majors, they were at an early stage of 
forming a professional identity and obtaining experience as practitioners. 
Research related to the ways in which faith developmental levels impact 
social work students over their course of their study is needed. While they 
had interacted in social work practice settings, their experience in social 
work practice was very limited. Social workers gain reflection and insight 
as they develop professionally. Also, they were young adults. Not surpris-
ingly, students’ faith perspectives reflected qualities of Fowler’s (1981) 
faith development stages 3 (Synthetic-Conventional) and 4 (Individuative-
Reflective). This means that both conformity to religious authority and 
increasing self-reflection and search for meaning were both present. Their 
attempts to integrate their upbringing in the Mennonite faith with their 
new commitment to the profession stimulated further faith development. 
Yet, this was in an early process, which means that there will be expressed 
depth at times, but perhaps not as profoundly as someone in a later stage of 
faith development. It would be interesting to conduct a longitudinal quali-
tative study that followed the same Mennonite (or other) social workers 
over a prolonged period of years, to explore how their way of connecting 
their spiritual perspective to their profession changed over time. Another 
approach would be to explore the experiences of a variety of Mennonite 
social workers across different stages of their professional careers, includ-
ing those who have practiced for twenty or more years.

Conclusion

The Mennonite students interviewed for this study reflected faith 
tenets that were complementary to social work practice, including service, 
compassion, work with the marginalized, and an ethic of community trans-
formation. All of them connected experiences in their religious upbringing 
to a later career choice in social work, and they all referenced people in their 
churches who influenced them to go in this career direction. Mennonite 
faith tenets appeared to guide these students in their goals for next steps on 
their professional journeys, including volunteer positions, overseas service, 
and intercity work in child welfare. Mennonite social work students who 
participated in this inquiry reported that they were active participants in 
religious practices, including church attendance, bible study, and prayer/
meditation. They associated these as useful tools for social work practices 
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specifically related to self-care, support, and renewal. All of the students 
were interested in engaging with and learning about consumers with di-
verse religious perspectives. They felt that their religious perspective would 
enhance, rather than interrupt their function as a social worker.

It is important for the field of social work to understand where there 
is integration between the personal and professional, and how these 
realms interact in ways which are productive to the profession and where 
challenges arise. This research includes efforts to understand this integra-
tion as it specifically applies to social work students who are Mennonite. 
Continued efforts for understanding will enrich and inform the future of 
social work for those who connect their personal faith perspective with a 
call to social work. v
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AppeNdIx A: SemI-Structured INterVIew GuIde

Background:
•	 Can you tell me a little bit about your background: Where did you 

grow up?
•	 Can you describe your family to me? How did you decide to come 

to a Mennonite college?
•	 When did you decide to be a social work major?

Stories of Mennonite faith/theology:
•	 Can you tell me a story about a particularly memorable experience 

you had in the Mennonite church (worship, youth group, any church 
related activity)?

•	 How are you currently involved with a Mennonite church? With 
religious practice in general? 

•	 Can you tell me about a person who mentored you in the Men-
nonite church? What role did they play? In what ways did they 
influence you?

Stories about the choice of social work:
•	 What led you to study social work at this Mennonite college?
•	 What attracts you to the field?
•	 Can you tell me a story of an experience during your education 

where you felt this attraction in a profound way?

Integration of faith and a call to social work:
•	 Can you tell me a story about when you felt spiritually or religiously 

moved during your time studying social work?
•	 What kind of experiences have you had in your faith life that con-

nect to your goal of becoming a social worker?
•	 What kinds of experiences have you had in your social work educa-

tion that connect to your faith?
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Bringing Macro Human  
Behavior Theory to Life: 
Quakers’ Alternatives to 
Violence Project (AVP) as 
Lived-experience in the 
Classroom

Joyous C. Bethel & Heather Girvin

While theory and theory development are essential to ground and inform social 
work practice, theory can also remain abstract for social work students. Students 
at one university identified the difficulties they had in seeing how shifting to 
a focus offered by alternative paradigms would bring about real change. They 
had trouble envisioning how only using a different paradigm would make any 
difference at all. To assist students in understanding the power of underlying 
paradigms, one Human Behavior and the Social Environment class participated 
in experiential lectures and exercises related to the Quaker Alternatives to 
Violence Program. These experiential sessions created a platform for introspec-
tion and self-evaluation. Students reported a better understanding of how an 
intentional shift in paradigm facilitates a change in perspective which, in turn, 
fosters change in behavior.

This paper will explore how one social work program integrated 
a series of experiential learning lectures and exercises related to 
the Quaker’s Alternative to Violence Project (AVP) in response to 

expressed interest areas of students. While these types of activities are 
regularly used in practice courses, they were employed here in a Human 
Behavior and the Social Environment course as a way to bring theory to life. 
Students experienced first-hand how different ways of thinking about and 
viewing the world would inspire and inform differing behavioral responses. 
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It describes the course in which these experiences were housed, the history 
and philosophical background of the AVP, the process of implementation, 
challenges that were faced, and implications for social work education.

The Quest for an educative Paradigm Shift

Human Behavior and the Social Environment II (HBSEII) is the second 
of two courses in human behavior and the social environment, emphasizing 
1) the interaction of social and economic forces with individuals and social 
systems; 2) traditional and alternative theories about systems as they inter-
act with people, promoting and impeding health, welfare, and well-being, 
in the context of human culture and diversity; and 3) knowledge about 
opportunity structures and how they promote and deter human develop-
ment and actualization. More specifically and in terms of our professional 
accreditation, HBSE II is the course responsible for relaying content related 
to competencies 2.1.3 (critical thinking), 2.1.4 (engaging diversity), 2.1.5 
(advancing human rights and social and economic justice), and 2.1.7 (ap-
plying knowledge of human behavior in the social environment) (CSWE, 
2008). It is this last part, 2.1.7, applying knowledge of human behavior in 
the social environment, which is addressed in this paper. That application 
tends to be theoretical within the HBSE sequence, since most application 
occurs in the practice sequence and in field practicum. A brief description 
of the authors’ experiences in teaching HBSE is offered, as well as a descrip-
tion of university and community context.

The Authors’ experiences

I (Joyous) taught HBSE II every fall and spring for 13 years at a previ-
ous university and remember feeling somewhat befuddled at trying to infuse 
process into a course that is designed to focus on content. Ideally, content 
from the HBSE sequence informs the practice sequence where it becomes 
integrated and synthesized, along with policy and research, into a seamless 
whole. Information on how, in theory, organizations as a whole, or in part, 
behave or how communities, in theory, as a whole or in part, behave is vital. 
But students, who got into this field primarily to be direct practitioners, who 
are keenly interested in “helping others” in very practical and applied ways, 
often prefer the “real-life” over the “in theory” application. In that vein, stu-
dents eagerly recognize that practice is where the rubber meets the road. It 
takes a bit more time and effort for them to conceptualize that HBSE may be 
where the car is gassed up and the oil is changed. Similarly, I (Heather), after 
years of teaching HBSE II, felt frustrated. Course competencies mandated 
that the course offer opportunities to develop critical thinking skills, provide 
students with opportunities to engage diversity, and reckon with issues of 
social justice, all while considering the influence of the social environment.
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To fully address and accomplish these goals (further developing critical 
thinking skill, engaging diversity, working to promote social justice, and 
considering the influence of the social environment on human behavior), 
the construct of “paradigm” was chosen. The students studied traditional 
and alternative paradigms and the ways in which they privilege particular 
world views and ways of being. Shriver (2015) categorizes theoretical ap-
proaches as Traditional, Mid-range, and Alternative. Other authors, as well, 
offer categories into which theories seem to naturally cluster (Hutchinson, 
2013; Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2012). Falling under the umbrella of tradi-
tional theories, would be psychoanalytic theories, behavioral and learning 
theories, role theory, conflict theories and functional theories. Mid-range 
theories, as a category, include human developmental theories, life-span 
and life course theories, as well as ecological systems theories. Finally, the 
alternative theories would include perspectives and approaches such as 
the strengths-based perspective, empowerment, wellness, standpoint, and 
transpersonal/spiritual approaches.

In our approach to teaching HBSE, shifts in theory of choice were 
cast as changes in paradigm and were not limited to just theory. Paradigm 
changes affect the words we use to describe how we see our clients, regard-
less of size (individual, group, community) and how we partner with them 
to effect change. In general, according to Hutchinson (2013), Zastrow & 
Kirst-Ashman (2012) and Shriver (2015), traditional paradigms are posi-
tivistic, separate, and competitive. In contrast, alternative paradigms can be 
seen as interpretive, collaborative, and integrative. These paradigms inform 
the way we use words like “community” and “organization”. Traditionally, 
community is seen as a geographical location (Warren, 1987). Alternatively, 
community can be seen as existing in the daily lives of people who are in-
terconnected. In a different vein, as we look at organizations traditionally, 
the models used to describe organizational behavior included scientific 
management, bureaucracy, and human relations. Alternative models of 
organizational behavior include organizational culture, consensus, and 
managing diversity (Netting, Kettner, McMurtry, & Thomas, 2011; Shriver, 
2015). Traditional paradigms might be described as the dominant para-
digms, and as such have more fully influenced our environments. Likewise, 
alternative paradigms, perhaps described as the non-dominant paradigms 
are less well-recognized and so have had less influence (Shriver, 2015).

This approach using the construct of paradigm seemed fairly effec-
tive but, based on student evaluations, it was clear that students really 
struggled to envision alternative paradigms and the worldviews, notions 
of development, and the definitions of success that would flow from them. 
The question seemed to be how to bring in an example of an alternative 
theory, how to allow students to experience the paradigm shift from the 
traditional to the alternative, all the while keeping it a human behavior 
class, and not a practice class?
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An understanding of the stakeholders will illuminate some of the 
strategies employed to address this pedagogical challenge. First, we discuss 
the university context in which the authors work, as well as describe some 
of the expectations of the Council on Social Work Accreditation (CSWE). 
Additionally, and briefly, a depiction of the specific social work student 
population and of the community and culture of the area is presented.

The University Context

We teach in a CSWE-accredited, Baccalaureate and MSW program at 
a publicly funded, state university located in the northeast  United States. 
The university is in a largely suburban setting. The student body comprises 
approximately 8,700 undergraduates and 1,000 graduate students. In recent 
years, approximately 100 students have graduated from the social work 
baccalaureate program each spring. A master of social work (MSW) pro-
gram began seven years ago as a joint program with another university in 
our state system and has been graduating approximately 30 students each 
spring semester. A doctor of social work (DSW) has just started in fall of 
2015 as a joint program with yet another university in our state system. 
Combined, the universities have accepted a beginning cohort of 16 DSW 
students. The university is foundationally liberal arts and, according to its 
mission statement, supports innovative learning both inside and outside 
of the classroom.

The Council on Social Work education (CSWe)

At the baccalaureate level, specific core competencies fall under the 
purview of designated courses and are accomplished through course ob-
jectives stated in terms of underlying practice behaviors comprised by the 
competency standard. In the 2008 iteration of the EPAS, CSWE asserts that 
these policies “permit programs to use traditional and emerging models of 
curriculum design by balancing requirements that promote comparability 
across programs with a level of flexibility that encourages programs to 
differentiate” (CSWE, 2008, para. 3). The 2015 EPAS, while essentially 
the same, offers more flexibility in that there is less emphasis on defining 
and measuring specific practice behaviors (CSWE, 2015). This flexibility 
is, of course, one part permission, one part challenge. Educators are given 
the latitude to explore alternative pedagogies, consider the needs of an 
increasingly diverse student population, and assess the degree to which 
the course is successful in developing student competence across identi-
fied objectives. Though exciting, educators’ innovations may be limited by 
lack of resources and the mandate to “cover” and “measure” the mastery 
of specific practice behaviors. Innovations that deviate considerably from 
traditional pedagogy may be untenable and those that do not clearly align 
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with social work values and CSWE competencies fall short of curricular 
and professional mandates.

The Student Population and Surrounding Community

According to The Freshman Report, a demographic analysis of the 
student body, approximately 75% of our students are long-time residents 
of the county or areas nearby. The U.S. 2010 Census reports that 50% of 
Lancaster County self-identifies as mainstream or evangelical Protestant 
Christian. Our university is in a suburban area, but is located in Lancaster 
County, and so has a distinctly rural flavor. Horses and buggies are not 
unusual sightings. While most students dress in what might be considered 
“early college” apparel (jeans, shorts, jeggings, t-shirts, etc.), it is not out 
of the ordinary to have a few students who are part of the Plain Commu-
nity with women wearing a head covering. Roughly half of social work 
students report that they are drawn to the major of social work, because 
they see it as a profession that aligns with Christian values and allows them 
to live authentic lives as Christians and social workers. These statements 
occur verbally in class, as we introduce ourselves at the beginning of each 
semester, but also are part of the student’s written statements. One require-
ment of their Practice I class, is a written combined “Personal Statement 
and Professional Essay” addressing why they have chosen social work as 
a major, and what work they hope to do.

Co-creating the Learning environment

In the fall of 2012, there were 40 students enrolled in HBSE II. HBSE 
II challenges students to consider and reconsider their ideas about how 
our society works. Students are confronted with the concepts of oppression 
and the institutional mechanisms that support such oppression. Further, 
they come to realize that these are so securely embedded in our culture that 
they often escape our notice. This often forces students to reconcile their 
belief in meritocracy (if your work hard, you will succeed), for example, 
with knowledge that there are opportunity structures that are systemati-
cally biased against particular groups. These are not necessarily popular 
topics, and even students who actively engage the material find the idea of 
making structural and lasting changes to promote social justice and equity 
challenging. It is not an easy fix.

 It was in this setting, at the beginning of the semester, that students 
discussed areas of interest that seemed to beckon a design of experiential 
learning. Two of these interest areas were the role of spirituality in social 
work theory and practice and the varying forms of violence and their re-
lationships to trauma.

BRINGING MACRO HUMAN BEHAVIOR THEORY TO LIFE



SOCIAL WORK & CHRISTIANITY238

Spirituality in Social Work Theory and Practice 

Interest in spirituality in social work theory and practice aligned 
beautifully with the exploration of alternative models of development and 
well-being. Of course, the profession’s interest in spirituality is not new. 
For decades, educators have expressed their belief that religion/spirituality 
content should be included in social work curricula (Sheridan, Wilmer, & 
Atcheson, 1994). In fact, the EPAS requires the inclusion of content related 
to spiritual development, spiritual diversity. Given that the 5th edition of the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-5)(2013) offers a category (as did 
previous editions) specific to religious and spiritual problems as a focus of 
clinical attention, certainly competence in assessing and intervening with 
client identified spiritual and religious problems seems in order, as well.

Violence and Its Relationship to Trauma

Because this course requires content related to the social environment, 
opportunity structures, and oppression, the segue to a discussion of vio-
lence was a natural one. The related interest in trauma emerged organically 
as we discussed the impact of violence on individuals, their development 
and well-being, and the impacts of both violence and trauma on human 
relationships. These two expressed areas of specific interest provided entre 
for our work with the Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP).

Against this backdrop, guests from the Alternatives to Violence Proj-
ect—a service that has emerged from the Christian Quaker tradition—fa-
cilitated three sessions of their workshop to the fall 2012 students in HBSE 
II. The purpose was to provide content about the Alternatives to Violence 
Program, certainly, but the delivery style of the presenters was also funda-
mental. The AVP facilitators modeled service strategies that aligned with 
social work values, delivered content directly related to course competen-
cies, and met students’ interests in violence, trauma, and spirituality. Three 
class sessions were devoted to this segment of learning. While there was 
not a specific evaluative tool, as this was in essence a pilot, students were 
quite vocal about their appreciation for the experience. To best understand 
this approach, a description of Quakerism is provided.

Modeling an Alternative Paradigm

Quakerism: Historical Background

The Religious Society of Friends (or Quakers) arose in England in the 
middle of the seventeenth century (Friends General Conference [FGC], 
1958). Many individuals became increasingly dissatisfied with the ceremonies 
and creed of the Church of England, and left traditional churches to search for 
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a religion that provided direct communication with God (Philadelphia Yearly 
Meeting [PYM], 2007). One such “seeker” was itinerant preacher George 
Fox (1624-91), who organized a group known as the Westmoreland Seekers. 
The movement grew exponentially over the next several years and became 
known as Quakers or Friends (Lancaster Friends Meeting [LFM], 2011).

Core Beliefs and Practices

Friends do not have an official statement of beliefs (Friends General 
Conference [FGC], 1958), but there is an articulation of ideas—Faith and 
Practice—that provides guidance for American Friends (PYM, 2007). These 
beliefs align with the NASW’s (2008) Code of Ethics and competencies. 
They provide rich scaffolding for the development of competence in social 
work that includes spirituality as an important part of practice.

The Light Within
Friends’ most basic affirmation is that God “can and must be expe-

rienced inwardly by each of us...and not just through the mediation or 
priest, sacrament, or creed” (LFM, 2011, p. 2). This orientation fosters an 
open appreciation for diversity across all dimensions of self and allows for 
individual and personal definitions of “god.”

Equality
Quakers believe that there is “that of God in every person” and therefore 

equality before God. Quakers pioneered in recognizing the rights of women 
and the inhumanity of slavery (PYM, 2007). This belief aligns with several 
core social work values, including the dignity and worth of the person and the 
importance of human relationships. The value of integrity flows from adherence 
to the belief that we are all equal and therefore deserve equal and fair treatment.

Social Justice
“Friends aid the nonviolent efforts of the exploited to attain self-

determination and social, political, and economic justice, and to change 
attitudes and practices formerly taken for granted” (PYM, 2007, p. 75). This 
call to peaceful activism mirrors the efforts of professional social workers 
who dedicate themselves to working with marginalized populations.

Peace
Because all human beings are children of God, Friends purport that 

their duty is to “love and respect all persons and to overpower evil with 
good” (PYM, 2007, p.76). This “peace testimony” calls Friends to avoid 
physical, psychological, economic, and systemic forms of violence (PYM, 
2007, p. 77). The determination to speak peacefully against oppression 
reflects our profession’s commitment to social justice.
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Criminal Justice
Historically, Quakers have been the victims of arbitrary criminal justice 

systems. As a result, contemporary Quakers often have a keen awareness 
of “that of God” in convicted persons, and they continue their work in 
prisons, ministering to the needs of inmates. Friends believe that the penal 
system reflects systemic injustice in our society (PYM, 2007); as such, these 
systems become forums in which Quakers can “live their testimony” by 
intervening on behalf of incarcerated persons.

Quakers’ commitment to the ideas articulated above has been trans-
lated into particular interventions. Our own classroom experience with one 
such intervention—AVP—was successful and instructive, as evidenced by 
students’ verbal comments. Additionally, this particular intervention aligned 
nicely with the Code of Ethics, helped to build competencies, and was an 
effective pedagogical tool.

Alternatives to Violence Project

The Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP) began in 1975 when a 
group of inmates at Greenhaven Prison in New York asked local Quakers 
to help them devise strategies for reducing recidivism and lengthy prison 
sentences among violent, youthful offenders. The Quakers were asked to 
develop a program to teach young men to resolve conflicts nonviolently 
(Schuford, 1993). AVP travelled through word of mouth and the program 
spread rapidly throughout the New York state prison system. Eventually, 
workshop content transcended the prison context and programs were 
introduced into schools, communities, businesses, and churches. Today, 
AVP workshops are offered in 41 U.S. states and in 38 countries around 
the world (“Alternatives to violence,” 2014).

Though responsive to context and location, AVP program maintains 
a particular focus and learning objectives (Delahanty, 2003). It consists of 
three levels of 2-3 day workshops: a Basic Workshop, an Advanced Work-
shop, and a Training for Facilitators Workshop. The Advanced Workshop 
is more intense than the basic iteration and focuses on areas chosen by 
workshop participants. Topics include anger, bias and stereotyping, for-
giveness, relationship, and communication. The design of the workshop is 
generally the same, but facilitators choose from a list of exercises designed 
to achieve learning objectives.

AVP workshops are experiential and based on ground rules (e.g., no put 
downs; affirm self and others; listen and don’t interrupt or speak too long; 
observe confidentiality; volunteer only yourself; right to pass) and exercises 
designed to build a sense of safety and trust within the group. This sense of 
security is viewed as requisite for the sharing that contributes to a successful 
workshop (Delahanty, 2003). An underlying essential belief of AVP facilitators 
(and, hopefully participants) is all humanity has “Transforming power: the 
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belief that all human beings have the ability to reach within and find ways 
to resolve conflict non-violently” (Shuford, 1993, p. 7). An important com-
ponent of AVP is the feedback loop, which is an opportunity for participants 
to provide feedback at the conclusion of the workshop. This information is 
used to revise and improve exercises. Goals of the workshop include build-
ing community, building self-esteem (by affirming self and others), learning 
effective strategies for communication, an enhanced capacity for cooperation, 
and the development of conflict resolution skills (Delahanty, 2003). 

Does It Work?

Initially, the varying structure of AVP, as well as other challenges to 
implementation fidelity, provided an obstacle to conducting a rigorous 
outcome assessment. In essence, APV was a loosely structured program 
“run by volunteers all over the world” and facilitated by small nonprofit 
agencies that did not have the resources to perform rigorous evaluations 
(Tomlinson, 2007). Additionally, until quite recently, though there was a 
coherence of approaches across countries, the aims, objectives, and out-
comes of AVP were not clearly articulated (Novek, 2011; Tomlinson, 2007).

Over time, AVP has grown more systematic and efforts to evaluate its 
impact have become more rigorous and reliable. Most of the evaluations 
examine AVP workshops in prison settings. A review of the literature re-
veals a growing body of promising findings that attest to the impact of AVP. 
Many qualitative evaluations report generally positive participant outcomes, 
including increased self-esteem and increased ability to involve non-violent 
approaches to conflict (Tomlinson, 2007). Using quantitative evaluation 
strategies, Sloane (2002, 2003) and Miller and Shuford (2005) report im-
provements in prison infraction and post-release recidivism. Several studies 
show significant improvements in relation to participants’ anger (Sloane, 
2002, 2003; Walwrath, 2001). Novek (2011) posits that “AVP offers peace 
activists and the larger society a genuine paradigm shift for empowering 
incarcerated people and others, both victimizers and victims, whose lives 
have been touched by violence” (p. 340). In sum, there is gathering evidence, 
both qualitative and quantitative, that supports the effectiveness of AVP, as 
well as ongoing efforts among interested researchers to improve the quality 
and rigor of AVP outcomes assessment (Novek, 2011; Tomlinson, 2007).

AVP in an educational Setting

AVP facilitators from the local Quaker meeting house agreed to lead 
a “miniature” version of an AVP Basic workshop in the HBSE II class with 
the following objectives: 1) educate students about AVP and its attempts 
to reduce violence at micro, mezzo, and macro levels; 2) model AVP phi-
losophies in the delivery of the group workshop; and 3) raise students’ 
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self-awareness related to aggression, feelings about violence, and empow-
erment. Prior to the workshop, the AVP facilitators were provided copies 
of the syllabus, so that they would be familiar with the general content of 
the course, and the emphasis on competencies.

One might argue that such in-service training would properly belong 
in a practice class. We agree and would like to see such material introduced 
there as well. Nevertheless, it fit here, in HBSE, as a way to experience a 
newer paradigm. It provided a way, through first-hand experiential learn-
ing, for students to envision the change that could be wrought if we think 
about, and view, the “same old same old” social environment with a new 
lens. In this way, it was transformative. Comments like “I never thought 
about it that way” or “This really opened my eyes” to ”I will never look at 
stuff the same again” and “I can see why this is important and why we have 
to take a course in this” are evidence of those aha moments.

The facilitators used three class sessions to present and engage the 
class in experiential lectures and exercises. They deviated from the normal 
Basic workshop structure so that they could balance the dual role of facili-
tator and educator. The facilitators delivered AVP exercises, with students 
as participants, and then “stepped out of character” to explain to students 
why they were doing what they were doing and how the exercises might 
work a bit differently in real time. Prior to coming to class, the facilitators 
shared (electronically) video clips and web-based information about AVP 
so that students came to class with some information about the history 
and purpose of AVP workshops.

The facilitators carefully delineated the AVP philosophy at the start of 
our first meeting, including the following tenets: there is good in everyone; 
every participant is here voluntarily; we are all teachers and learners; the 
workshop is experiential, not didactic; it is not religious, but it has a spiritual 
basis; it is not therapy, but it can be healing; the workshop belongs to the 
participants. The facilitators also reviewed and posted workshop guide-
lines: affirm self and others; no put downs of self or others; listen and do 
not interrupt; don’t speak too long or too often; maintain confidentiality; 
volunteer only yourself; you have the right to pass. The philosophy and 
guidelines permeated all of the AVP exercises.

Each day, after the students formed a circle and reintroduced themselves 
to the group with self-affirming versions of their names (e.g., Smart Samantha, 
Positive Paul), our facilitators initiated a review of the ground rules and then 
introduced the day’s activity. Much of the first day was dedicated to describing 
AVP to students and discussing its core values and objectives. The instructor 
occupied a dual role: a workshop participant and instructor, in order to rein-
force the intersections of AVP with course material. For example, when one 
presenter explained Quakers’ experiences with persecution and subsequent 
commitment to working within prisons, the instructor reminded students 
of social work’s historical commitment to social justice. When the second 
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presenter stressed the importance of building self-esteem to “undo” the dam-
age of violence, the instructor discussed with students the connectedness to 
social work’s commitment to enhancing well-being.

A “tree of violence” exercise was the focus of our second workshop 
meeting. Anne and Joe drew the outline of a tree on the blackboard, with 
roots extending deep into the earth and branches extending up and out. 
Students were asked to consider emotions that led to violence, violent 
words, and violent acts. With no verbal communication once the exercise 
began, students took turns at the board, writing emotions at the root 
of the tree, words along the trunk, and actions extending out along the 
branches. On the third day of the AVP workshop, Anne and Joe invited 
our group to form two circles, one inside the other. When instructed to do 
so, each circle began walking, one clockwise, the other counter clockwise. 
When instructed to stop, each participant faced his or her partner and our 
facilitators described a kind of social interaction and asked us to “act it 
out.” For example, we were asked to face our partner and imagine that he 
or she took a step forward and said something that could be construed as 
provocative. When cued by our facilitators, we experimented with tone of 
voice and social distance during each interaction. We were also instructed 
to introduce ourselves to our partners, using different styles, tones, and 
social cuing (e.g. eye contact). As required by the AVP model, each day of 
work concluded with a feedback session. Given our classroom setting and 
educational context, this was particularly valuable; we “processed” both 
AVP and lessons learned related to the course objectives.

The question might be asked, “Was it the AVP model itself or the 
way in which the workshop was presented that successfully challenged 
the students to think outside the box…was it the content or the process?” 
While we value the AVP and consider it to be an outstanding intervention, 
our focus was in bringing alternative theoretical paradigms to life, finding 
ways for students to more easily envision the changes that could be wrought 
because they had experienced a change in vantage point themselves.

Discussion

The experience of the AVP exercises was powerful in a number of ways. 
From the moment the facilitators entered the classroom, they modeled AVP 
philosophies and ground rules. They spoke quietly and politely. They were 
deferential (to students much younger than they were) and listened care-
fully to every word spoken by the student participants. They created a sense 
of reverence for the exercises, and the students were captivated. During the 
feedback discussions, students reported that it “didn’t seem real” and that 
they “kept waiting for the presenters to get frustrated” when they misunder-
stood directions or chatted rather than listening during the exercises. The 
incredulousness of the students was productive in two regards. First, students 
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began to consider their own active listening skills and became self-conscious 
about what they perceived to be their deficits in this regard. Second, students 
quickly ascertained that the presenters’ approach was reflective of their faith; 
an interesting conversation related to religious diversity ensued.

Having participated in the exercises and having experienced some 
degree of discomfort themselves, students also speculated about what the 
AVP experience would be like for “people in jail,” people who perhaps were 
not accustomed to being treated with respect and gentle encouragement. 
They wondered, too, about the collision of two worlds: prison culture and 
Quaker pacifism. Thinking critically and with impressive imagination, stu-
dents asked the presenters questions related to these topics, and considered 
the ways in which AVP was profoundly different from the service models 
they were learning about in their senior field placements. For example, the 
spiritual and contemplative components, which are in evidence in the AVP 
sessions, were not addressed at all in their field placements. The focus in 
the placements tends to be more on case-management: correctly complet-
ing bio-psycho-social assessments (not psycho-social-spiritual assessments, 
although we do teach that model in our classes), linking the clients with 
appropriate resources, and providing follow-up. The contemplative piece, 
particularly in terms of a deeper spiritual meaning, and spiritual commit-
ment to non-violence, for example, was rare in their placements.

The active and interactive nature of the exercises resonated with the 
students. They seemed deeply affected by the requirement—and oppor-
tunity—to experiment with social space, to try out the range of possible 
responses, and to speculate about the consequences of each. The creativity of 
the “tree of violence” was very appealing to students. They enjoyed actually 
seeing others’ views of what constitutes violence (“Is yelling violence?”) and 
pondering the connections among feelings and the expression of violence.

Perhaps most powerful was the discussion at the end of the third day 
of the workshop. After a final review of Quaker and AVP peace testimo-
nies, students asked an important question: “Is peace really possible?” 
What quickly ensued was an interesting and impassioned debate about 
the degree to which humans could attain peace. Students raised issues of 
racism, poverty, and oppression. They wondered aloud whether these is-
sues would ever be “solved” and debated whether humans were by nature 
peaceful or competitive. Some students argued that capitalism created a 
social context that made conflict inevitable; others asserted that humans 
would be competitive no matter the socioeconomic context.

In sum, discussion prompted by the exercises and feedback loops in-
cluded content that related directly to HBSE II core competencies and the 
NASW Code of Ethics. The critical thinking, imagination, compassion, and 
curiosity demonstrated by students were inspiring. Students responded to 
the challenges of AVP with open-mindedness, enthusiasm, and diligence. 
Perhaps one might ask if this particular cohort were more open to expe-
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riential learning. We think not. This is bolstered by teaching strategies 
employed by practice sequences. In practice classes, experiential learning 
abounds: interviews, recordings, group work, mock family sessions, and 
case studies, to name but a few. What is new here is that such experiential 
learning was done in the HBSE sequence as a way of highlighting paradigm 
shifts; in this case toward an alternative approach to community.

Implications

As expected, such a rich experience only whets the appetite and ex-
tends the horizon of possibilities—for educators, for students, and for the 
AVP facilitators. First, the experiences were so positive, that we as a faculty 
made plans with our facilitators to repeat the sessions, and do so with an 
eye for research. The facilitators agreed to come back. However, in the midst 
of preparation, the facilitators were called to the Middle East to provide 
trainings in a “hot-spot”. Since these are the only facilitators in our area, 
the repeated sessions are on hold. Communication with the facilitators has 
been limited, but the agreement stands that upon their return, we will again 
welcome them to the HBSE class. Nevertheless, there are implications for 
research, teaching and practice, even as we await their return.

Research

Discussions with the facilitators will continue in order to identify 
outcomes that have relevance to both AVP and the CSWE competencies. 
Currently, attitudes toward violence, cultural competence, and critical 
thinking skills are constructs of interest.

 Further discussions continue around issues of developing pre and 
post-tests and more formally evaluating attitudes and attitudinal changes.

Teaching

The case can be made that AVP could be housed in the practice 
sequence. At the same time, it effectively brought to life the power of 
paradigm change in the HBSE sequence. Perhaps this was more power-
fully experienced because it was the HBSE sequence. In any case, since the 
HBSE course is a required course, the AVP segment will remain in HBSE. 
The successfulness of the HBSE course in terms of the AVP segment has 
spawned some re-tooling of the practice courses and electives and has led 
to the development of a new elective in Mindfulness and Spirituality in 
Social Work Practice. Furthermore, the Grief in a Diverse World elective, 
also offered by Dr. Bethel, has expanded its unit on grief following the 
traumatic death of a loved one. More experiential learning units have been 
added and have been met with great enthusiasm.
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Students often express their strong desire for a how-to model of in-
tervention. The AVP provides information about a successful approach to 
intervention but also as an approach to human behavior in general. It offers 
a focus on holism, even as it brings about change. It also provides the stu-
dents and instructors with a platform for introspection and self-evaluation. 
Practice courses are full of “how-to-do” models and experiences. What 
seems to be new is using a how-to approach as a model for how-to-view 
and then connecting how-we-now-view to how-we-may-now-behave. In 
other words, students experience specifically how paradigm shifts change 
perspectives and change behavior. In this way, the AVP model and experi-
ences also belong, equally well, in the human behavior sequence. And, as 
icing on the cake, it provides a certain seamlessness between and among 
the social work educational sequences, which is refreshing.

Practice

It is this platform for introspection and self-evaluation that provides 
the bridge between implications for teaching and those for practice. After 
learning this model, and participating in it experientially, students have 
an expanded awareness of its usefulness. Students might consider further 
training or pursuing certifications to expand their generalist skill sets. 
Equally important is that the experience increased students’ self-awareness. 
Students involved shared that the experiential nature of the sessions added a 
degree of authenticity. These students not only have the “content” of added 
skills, they also have the “process” of heightened awareness. Combined, 
these benefits provide the foundation for the development of competent 
social work practitioners. v
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Understanding Gender Dysphoria: Navigating Transgender Issues 
in a Changing Culture
Mark A. Yarhouse. (2015). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.

In his book, Understanding Gender Dysphoria: Navigating Transgender 
Issues in a Changing Culture, Mark Yarhouse addresses one of the most polar-
izing issues in contemporary society and one of the most challenging issues 
for the church. Yarhouse, a clinician, researcher, and academic, provides for 
the reader an overview of the issues in gender identity and gender dysphoria, 
common and professional terminology, theories of causation and etiology, 
and treatment approaches. The author writes from a Christian perspec-
tive and largely to a Christian audience including ministers, congregants, 
therapists, and to persons dealing with gender dysphoria.

Yarhouse reports on the experiences of transgender persons from his 
clinical experience, often by sharing portions of their narratives. It may 
be that these narratives are from a qualitative research project but that is 
unclear. The author does report in the introduction a study done with 
Christians who also identify as transgender. This is juxtaposed against his 
report on the position of conservative evangelical churches, many of which 
see Christian and transgender as mutually exclusive groups.

Yarhouse examines scripture that is frequently quoted as conservative 
verification of sin in the debate about Christianity and transgender issues. At 
that point, the author introduces one of the most significant contributions of 
the book, three theoretical perspectives for understanding and responding to 
gender dysphoria or transgender issues: Integrity, Disability, and Diversity. He 
describes the Integrity perspective as the traditional viewpoint of biological 
sex as being God’s designated assignment of male and female. The Disability 
perspective is the notion of persons as fallen, which sees gender dysphoria 
as an anomaly and illness, outside the control of the transgender person and 
deserving of empathy. The Diversity perspective provides a normalizing of 
the transgender experience along a continuum as persons celebrate their 
identity. While the appropriation of the word integrity for the conservative 
viewpoint implies lack of integrity for more affirming views, it is notable that 
the author advocates for an integrated perspective that borrows the best from 
all three perspectives while clearly disavowing the strong diversity approach.

While the author reports on the research on causality, he clearly is skep-
tical about the current brain research and the DSM-5 focus on dysphoria as 
a diagnosable condition. In reviewing treatment options, Yarhouse reviews 
major treatment paradigms with a nod to the mental health community that 
supports helping clients’ transition and that encourages use of the integrated 
model to help clients determine the least aggressive treatment path they 
can manage. The author’s clinical practice perspective from years of work 
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with children, adolescents, adults, and their families includes assessment 
and intervention strategies that support clients in generally conservative 
approaches while affirming that gender dysphoria is not their fault or their 
choice. This leads to the author’s discussion of the church and the con-
tinuum of responses to persons who are transgender, including the specific 
challenges to an internally or externally focused mission.

This book will provide those who identify as Christians a fairly compre-
hensive overview of the terminology, etiology, and challenges of gender dys-
phoria. The research and professional focus and language speak to the author’s 
breadth of knowledge and practice. The theoretical framework and practice 
guidelines are a beginning for consideration. Christians in social work will 
find the discussion of transgender research and practice important to practice. 
Further, the author’s discussion of scripture and Christian belief is important 
to working with clients who are both Christian and transgender. The three 
perspectives provide a framework for the social worker to help clients and 
their families think about their own responses to the transgender experience.

The strength of the work is this conceptual framework for readers to 
consider. Yarhouse walks the line of understanding and identifying with 
Christian conservative positions and of empathic and caring responses 
to persons who are on the continuum of transgender experience. Some 
conservative Christians will find the work too liberal and too accepting of 
transgender persons. Some persons in the transgender community and in 
professional practice will find the work too supportive of the conservative 
position that asserts that there is something morally wrong with being trans-
gender. Many readers will find some insight and guidance in understanding 
transgender issues and more importantly perhaps, in understanding how 
much we still have to learn. That may be the primary contribution of the 
book. In any case, the critical thinker will find much here to contemplate. v

Helen Wilson Harris, Ed.D., LCSW, Associate Professor, Diana R. Garland 
School of Social Work, Baylor University, One Bear Place #97320, Waco, TX 
76798. Phone: (254) 744-8695. Email: Helen_Harris@baylor.edu.

Couple Therapy: A New Hope-focused Approach
Jennifer S. Ripley & Everett L. Worthington, Jr. (2014). Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press.

Everett Worthington, Jr. first introduced the hope-focused approach 
in his earlier book, Hope-focused Marriage Counseling (2005). After receiv-
ing feedback from both counselors and couples utilizing the approach, 
Worthington and Ripley revised the hope-focused approach in this book. 
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The hope-focused approach to couples therapy is based on Christian 
principles primarily drawn from Galatians 5:6 (NKJV) “For in Christ Jesus 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith working 
through love.” The approach uses faith, work, and love both as a foundation 
for assessing couples as well as guiding interventions. The authors, Ripley 
and Worthington, recognize that couples must have faith in their relation-
ship, they must work on their relationship for it to grow, and ultimately they 
must have love and warmth for one another (p. 24). The approach works 
well with couples that are looking for a Christian counseling approach, 
as well as couples that do not have a Christian or faith background. One 
example is a termination stage intervention inspired by Joshua 4 called 
“the Joshua Memorial” (p. 363); when working with couples who are not 
religious or from a different faith background, the counselor may instead 
use the phrase “graduation memorial” (p. 364).

The book is filled with over 90 interventions that engage the novice 
couples counselor and revitalize the practice of an expert counselor. The 
authors argue that working with couples is a difficult context for change, 
with both high dropout and recidivism rates (p. 21). The book contains 
evidence-based practices and interventions that can provide hope to the 
helping professional working in this difficult context, just as the approach 
itself instills hope that relationships can improve. The approach and in-
terventions in this book have been tested in two clinical laboratories with 
couples seeking help (p. 23). The principal audience is couples counselors, 
but anyone who is seeking to improve relationships of couples could benefit 
from the approach outlined in this book. 

There are many ways the hope-focused approach is aligned with social 
work values and ethics. Specifically, the hope-focused approach utilizes a 
strengths-based perspective. Within the approach the counselor would as-
sess and build on the client’s individual strengths and virtues as well as the 
couple’s strengths. Assessment tools to assist the practitioner are provided. 

Ripley and Worthington designed this approach as a short-term inter-
vention. The counselor outlines the treatment plan after the first session, 
and it normally includes 10-12 sessions. There is also guidance given for 
situations where this intervention approach may not be the best fit. Pos-
sible red flags include “depression, untreated substance abuse, ongoing or 
recent infidelity, domestic violence, untreated or active trauma symptoms, 
divorce or separation intent, cognitive deficit issues, or low motivation for 
change” (p. 89). The counselor would complete individual intake sessions 
to determine the appropriateness of couples counseling and refer to more 
appropriate sources of help if couples counseling is not indicated.

Both the hope-focused approach and this book are highly structured 
and organized. The book is divided into six parts. The beginning (Part 1) 
defines the theoretical approach in addition to the existing theories that 
serve as its basis. Next, the authors cover the entire helping process that 
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social workers utilize, including engagement and assessment (Part 2), inter-
ventions and evaluation (Part 4), and termination (Part 6). The remaining 
sections of the book assist the reader in practical application with case stud-
ies (Part 3), and real challenges that counselors face in couples counseling 
(Part 5). A helpful structural change to the book would be if the authors 
had placed the case studies and challenges together at the end (rather than 
in the middle) to allow the reader to read and understand all the aspects 
of the approach before delving into extensive case studies and challenges.

Worthington and Ripley provide an excellent toolkit that both novice 
and experienced social workers can utilize. The authors have clearly devel-
oped the hope-focused approach based on Christian principles. However, 
they also are sensitive to the ethical obligations that counselors have within 
the helping process not to misuse their power by imposing religious beliefs 
in treatment. If the couple is seeking Christian counseling, then the hope-
focused approach includes clear intervention techniques that are explicitly 
Christian and utilize a worldview and language that most Christian clients 
would likely appreciate. If the couple is not religious, then the authors pro-
vide modifications to some of the interventions that the counselor would 
utilize. These modifications make the approach appropriate yet still effective 
for clients who are not seeking Christian counseling. v

Lisa Doot Abinoja, MA, LCSW, Assistant Professor of Social Work, Director 
of Field Education, Trinity Christian College, 6601 W College Drive, Palos 
Heights, IL 60463. Phone: 708-239-4897. Email: Lisa.Abinoja@trnty.edu.

The Sacred Project of American Sociology
Christian Smith. (2014). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Christian Smith is among the most provocative scholars in the social 
sciences. He is one of the few academics willing to challenge the dominant 
discourse in his profession. Like other radical mavericks such as Gouldner 
(1979) and Yancey (2011) who have applied a critical perspective to sociology, 
Smith deconstructs the ideology that animates this allied helping profession.

In keeping with the title, Smith posits that American sociology is a 
sacred project, or a spiritual enterprise. In using this language, Smith follows 
recent conceptualizations in the spirituality literature that view spirituality 
broadly. Humans are posited to have an intrinsic need for an object of devo-
tion. This object may be God, or “secular” entities, such as one’s vocation.

According to Smith, sociology serves as an object of devotion for many 
of its disciplinary members. Put differently, sociology functions as a type of 
unacknowledged religion. The theological beliefs that form the basis of this 
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sacred project can be summarized as the “modern liberal-Enlightenment-
Marxist-social-reformist-pragmatist-therapeutic-sexually liberated-civil 
rights-feminists-GLBTQ-social constructionist-poststructuralist/postmodernist 
‘tradition’” (p. 11). This formulation conveys much of the intellectual lineage, 
interest, and energy that propel this religious project forward with devout zeal.

The book begins by laying out this argument (Chapter 1), and then 
articulating the evidence for the sacred nature of the project (Chapter 2). 
Next comes a brief explanation of the twelve steps to spiritual development 
and growth that implicitly inform the discipline (Chapter 3). Step 12, for 
example, calls adherents to remain vigilant against false sheep, heretics, 
and traitors within the discipline who threaten to betray the project and 
be prepared to sacrifice reason and fairness if necessary to safeguard the 
sacred nature of the project.

Next the historical ascendants that led to the present state of affairs 
are examined (Chapter 4). The following chapter discusses the conse-
quences that result from treating sociology as a religious enterprise rather 
than an empirical endeavor (e.g., dishonesty, internal self-contradictions, 
standardized thinking, corruption of the peer review process, and loss of 
public trust in research). The final chapters (6-8) examine issues related 
to possible solutions and avenues for change.

Although this book deals with sociology rather than social work, it 
has applicability across the social sciences. Indeed, sociology might be 
considered an exemplar of an issue that impacts all social sciences to some 
degree. Although different analytical frames have been utilized to help 
explain the lack of diversity that exists in the social sciences, Smith’s use 
of the sacred seems to have a lot of explanatory power.

Smith relates examples of contemporary “academic Inquisitions” de-
signed to disenfranchise those who publish scientific research that might 
be considered to question the precepts of the sacred project (p. 107). Chief 
among these is the case of Mark Regnerus, a sociologist who published 
groundbreaking research on the effects of same-sex parenting. Regnerus’ 
findings could be taken to support any number of diverse policy perspectives, 
including support for same-sex marriage. His findings did, however, cast 
doubt about the outcomes children of such unions achieve in later life. As a 
result, Regnerus and his scholarship were subjected to sustained criticism.

As Smith chronicles, the methods were not the real issue. Regnerus 
used better sampling and analytic methods than most of the existing re-
search on the topic. Indeed, at the time of publication, the study represented 
the state of the art in terms of methodological rigor.

Rather, the key factor was that Regnerus’ research produced the 
“wrong” findings, findings that Smith posits threatened to undermine the 
goals of the sacred project. Like any project that is considered sacred by its 
adherents, those who transgress the dominant orthodoxy are considered 
heretical. In such cases, political witch trials are justified to ensure that 
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blasphemers are exposed and discredited. Smith effectively makes the case 
that this is exactly what happened to Regnerus. In addition to public vili-
fication, and professional name calling (“breathtakingly sloppy,” “pseudo-
science,” and “get’s everything wrong”), Regnerus was also subjected to 
a scientific-misconduct inquiry launched by his own university (p. 104).

In terms of possible improvements, I thought that the text might have 
been strengthened by incorporating more of the related research on the 
topic. For instance, Yancey (2011) has documented that approximately 50% 
of faculty in sociology report they would be disinclined to hire evangelical 
and conservative Christians as faulty members. Including such data might 
have helped support the argument that groups perceived as heretical by 
sociologists are excluded from membership in the wider discipline. The 
absence of such research does not, however, detract from the significance 
of the text. Indeed, almost half the book is devoted to Chapter 2, which 
related evidence for the thesis that sociology is a sacred project.

As alluded to above, this book is likely to be of interest to many social 
workers, including students, practitioners, and academics. It is well written, 
insightful, and challenging. Christians in social work, in particular, may ap-
preciate the use of spirituality as a theoretical framework. Anyone interested 
in current trends in academia, however, will benefit from reading this text. v
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The Spirit of Adoption: Writers on Religion, Adoption, Faith, and More
Melanie Springer Mock, Martha Kalnin Diede, & Jeremiah Webster (Eds.). 
(2014). Eugene, OR: Cascade Books.

The preface in The Spirit of Adoption begins, “By its very nature, expe-
rience is multifaceted . . . and a life informed by adoption is no different” 
(p. xv). A collection of stories about adoption, the book opens the authors’ 

REVIEWS



SOCIAL WORK & CHRISTIANITY254

personal lives to the readers, sharing the joys and sorrows of adoption and 
dealing candidly with the conflicting emotions that accompany adoption. 
Those who have adopted, and those who have been adopted, young and 
old, share their personal journeys and discuss the implications of their 
experiences for their faith. By so doing, the writers invite readers to deepen 
their understanding of adoption and, by extension, the nature of God’s 
redemptive work in the world.

Though the book is a varied collection of stories, some common themes 
arise. One is an emphasis on the role of choice in the adoptive process. 
An adoption agency can seek to make the best match between parent(s) 
and child(ren) and provide guidance on how the legal paperwork can be 
completed. However, the true nature of the relationship is found in the 
choice each party makes to participate in the new family. In chapter 2, the 
writer says of her daughter, “She had to decide to adopt us as much as we 
decided to adopt her” (p. 12). For some families, this choice comes easily. 
For others, that choice is never made. For example, the author of chapter 
6 describes her experience in an adoptive family, saying that she felt as 
though she was “distinctly othered”, that is, set apart as different from the 
rest of her adoptive family (p. 35). The book’s emphasis is on adoption as 
a living, breathing process, requiring all parties to make a choice. 

A second theme found in the book is the juxtaposition of joy and 
grief found in adoption. The writer of chapter 2 opens with “Adoption 
begins with loss” (p. 8). Several contributors acknowledge openly the 
grief and guilt that accompanies the knowledge that their gain has come 
at another’s loss. This contrast is also evident in a child’s adoption into 
a new family and the grief of losing a heritage. Similarly, a number of 
contributors share their efforts to deal honestly with the lost languages, 
experiences, and cultures experienced by their adoptive children. The ac-
knowledgement of grief and sadness as foundational elements in adoption 
highlights the complexity of emotions experienced by those who walk 
this journey and deepens the understanding of those who may provide 
support for adoptive families. 

Many of the authors reflect on the ways their experiences have shaped 
their understanding of God, with the result that adoption is often used as 
a metaphor for their faith journeys. Ziegler specifically deals with this in 
chapter 1, “Trinitarian Adoption and Identity Formation.” He discusses 
what it means to be fully integrated into a family and what it means for 
both God and for individuals to move to the point at which they can truly 
call God “Abba!” (p. 4). The writers have also found it a significant journey 
of faith to be the one offering adoption, grace, and love. In this, they find 
themselves living a metaphor for God’s first offering of adoption. 

The strength of this book is in the collection of the personal narra-
tives. The variety of experiences illuminates the diversity of the adoptive 
experience. Because of this, the book would be best used to highlight the 
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personal nature of the adoptive experience. It is a good resource for those 
searching for understanding of the adoptive experience and for those who 
are seeking validation of their adoptive experience. A second strength is 
the inclusion of spiritual reflections on adoption in their personal experi-
ences. This inclusion underscores the connection between life events and 
spiritual struggle, leading the reader into spiritual reflection. 

The title of the book is somewhat misleading. Because adoption is a 
frequently used metaphor for a spiritual experience, the title of the book 
is not clear that it actually addresses issues related to adoption. Therefore, 
it can be easily misunderstood for a book that is dealing solely with faith 
matters, and, therefore, neglected as a resource for students, practitioners, 
and individuals. Additionally, chapter 11 seems out of place. The other 
nineteen chapters are personal reflections on micro level experiences. The 
author of chapter 11 uses her personal experience to discuss macro level 
issues for adoption. While her points are well made, the inclusion of a 
chapter on macro issues in the middle of the book seems intended for a 
different audience. 

Potential uses for the book include using it as a background text in 
faith-based social work classes on adoption, which could assist students 
in understanding both the emotional and spiritual struggles of the adop-
tive journey. This awareness equips the Christian social worker to deal 
holistically with individuals, engaging them on the journey’s implications 
for personal faith. It may also be an appropriate gift for individuals and 
families who are exploring adoption. The book can offer companionship in 
their journeys and address issues that accompany adoption. It is a resource 
for those in ministry with families who are looking toward adoption. As 
adoption has risen in visibility in the faith community, there is a need to 
educate the faith community on the complexity of personal issues faced 
by adoptive families.

This book provides an honest view of adoption, bringing transparency 
to the emotional and spiritual aspects of the process. It informs readers and 
increases their ability to support individuals, regardless of their role. v

Reviewed by C. Jean Roberson, MSW, LCSW, Director of Field Education & 
Instructor, Department of Social Work, College of Health Sciences, Samford 
University, 800 Lakeshore Drive, Birmingham, AL 35229. Phone: (205) 726-
4669; Email: croberso@samford.edu.
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Introduction to Competence-Based Social Work: The Profession of 
Caring, Knowing and Serving
Michael Sherr & Johnny M. Jones. (2014). Chicago, IL: Lyceum Books, Inc. 

Introduction to Competence-Based Social Work serves as an introduction 
to the social work profession, a profession that, as the subtitle intimates, is 
one of caring, knowing, and serving. The book, however, makes clear that 
the way to practice with care, knowledge, and the heart of a servant is to be 
able to practice competently. This 300-page text, whose primary audience 
seems to be students in an introduction to social work course, focuses on 
social work as a competencies-based profession, one that requires both 
specific skills and a clear values framework.

The competencies set forth in the book are aligned closely with the 
Council on Social Work Education’s 2008 Educational Policy and Ac-
creditation Standards (EPAS) competencies, enabling social work faculty 
to easily connect the material to course, content, and student assessment. 
The Council on Social Work Education’s 2015 revision of the EPAS has 
not significantly changed the basic competencies, so this book can still be 
easily adapted to the new standards. The principles that guide the profes-
sion will not change significantly and this book still speaks directly about 
the profession and value base of social work.

The book is organized into three sections. The first section explains 
what social work is, and what social workers do; the second section focuses 
on the professional identity of social workers; and the final section focuses 
on the method and setting of social work. Each chapter includes discus-
sion questions that will help students engage with the reading material and 
provide starting points for discussion in class.

A major strength of this book is the use of vignettes. The authors employ 
detailed case vignettes in most chapters to help illustrate what social work 
looks like in the real world. The vignettes are unique in their inclusion of the 
social work student’s educational journey as part of the vignette. Students will 
find the vignettes accessible and interesting and agile faculty will be able to 
use the educational journey portion of each vignette to engage in conversa-
tions about how our personal experiences and beliefs need to be recognized 
as influencing our worldview, our value judgments, and our biases.

This is certainly helpful for Christians in social work, but really is es-
sential for all social workers. All of us must have this dialogue with ourselves 
and with students as they prepare to enter a field rich in its various forms 
of diversity. The vignettes and the text in general could have engaged even 
more directly in these particular, ongoing struggles. The text is written for 
a general audience, but each of us, no matter our religion or social class, 
must confront the conflicts that inevitably arise in practice when there are 
differences in value judgments and priorities due to class, cultural, religious, 
generational, or other differences.
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Similarly, chapters 9 and 10, which discuss human rights and heady 
but essential, concepts like oppression, privilege, and empowerment, would 
have been stronger with greater use of concrete examples to illustrate these 
concepts for students. It is important to breathe life into these concepts as 
social workers, committed to fighting injustice and inequality, attempt to 
push back against the structural and societal forces that perpetuate injustice 
and mistreatment of vulnerable populations.

In the final chapter, which focuses on the fields of social work practice, 
there is an exercise that encourages students to go back through all of the 
vignettes in the book and identify the level of practice, populations served, 
the area of practice, and the practice setting. This exercise helps students 
to understand more about the various practice levels, diversity of settings, 
and populations served within the profession, and serves as a concluding 
review of the book for the reader.

Faculty may feel the need to supplement the text with either other 
required reading or experiential learning, which is not meant to serve as 
a criticism to this book. This book is accessible, and would serve nicely 
as a required text for an introduction of social work course; it serves as 
an introduction that would grab student interest, especially through its 
engagement with vignettes. v

Abby M. Foreman, Ph.D., Program Director and Associate Professor of Social 
Work, Dordt College, 498 4th Avenue NE, Sioux Center, IA 51250-1606. Phone: 
(712) 722-6365. Email: Abby.Foreman@dordt.edu.

A Nation of Takers:  America’s Entitlement Epidemic
Nicholas Eberstadt. (2012). West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton Press.

No one in his or her right mind wishes to be referred to as “entitled.” 
The term carries with it a repulsive sense of pompousness, the idea that 
someone is owed something simply because of a privileged status. Inter-
estingly enough, however, entitlement programs in this country no longer 
carry the same negative stigma as their moniker implies. In fact, in A Nation 
of Takers, Nicholas Eberstadt describes precisely the opposite, a gradual 
cultural shift to the acceptance of entitlement programs as an everyday 
part of American life.

Referring to an entitlement “epidemic,” Eberstadt describes a behe-
moth system of government transfers that has expanded steadily over the 
last four decades. To be clear, Eberstadt casts a wide net when referring to 
entitlement programs as he includes the typical players—Social Security, 
Medicare, and Medicaid—as well as the more controversial, means-tested 
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programs such as food stamps and cash assistance. While most social 
workers have been trained to view these programs as philosophical oppo-
sites (i.e., entitlements versus residual programs), Eberstadt’s monolithic 
grouping does provide a useful way of viewing social welfare programs as 
a unified whole.

With over thirty line and bar graphs as well as tables, many in color, 
A Nation of Takers is a quick read at 132 pages. Eberstadt slices data in 
multiple ways to sound the alarm about government spending associated 
with entitlements. From the percentage of entitlement transfers to total 
government expenditures to the total number of entitlements issued an-
nually to the percent of the population receiving some sort of entitlement 
transfer, the author drives home his conclusion that entitlement spending 
is seriously out of control. The reader gets a quick sense of his concern, 
bordering on cynicism, through a couple of his cheeky graph titles, “The 
Entitled States of America” and “In Transfers We Trust.” 

Beyond merely presenting data, Eberstadt briefly explores the etiology 
of the evolution toward both entitlement acceptance and dependence. He 
contrasts the current normalization of government transfers with a histori-
cally American disdain toward dependence. He believes the gradual shift to 
be partly a supply-and-demand dynamic wherein the government has been 
the supplier of basic necessities such as income and health care, creating 
additional demand for its own services, although this idea is minimally 
described for the reader. Eberstadt also identifies two accelerants underlying 
entitlement growth as the promulgation of electronic benefit transfer cards 
(modern-day food stamps) and the Obama administration’s presentation 
of entitlements as a normal component of achieving the American dream. 
Additionally, the author highlights unintended consequences of entitle-
ment growth, including a decline in workforce participation by males and 
a rise in people seeking Social Security Disability for “marginal” reasons. 
His macro concerns also include the well-documented unsustainability of 
Social Security, the ratio of lower military spending relative to entitlement 
spending, and a “financially untenable trajectory” with serious implications 
for future generations.

Apparently knowing his views would be controversial, Eberstadt 
notably includes chapters with two dissenting views—one from William 
A. Galston from the Brookings Institution and a former Clinton advisor 
and one from Yuval Levin, founding editor of National Affairs magazine. 
Eberstadt then briefly responds to them in the epilogue. Galston essentially 
challenges the way the author correlates entitlements with dependence 
and the way he gives them a moral spin. He views entitlements as earned 
benefits without moral connection and without lasting negative impact on 
the American work ethic. Levin suggests that the core problem isn’t entitle-
ment expansion per se, but a more alarming macro situation involving the 
expansion of government at the expense and erosion of civic culture and 
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society, the critical space that lies between individuals and government 
in a democratic society. Further, he points to multi-level inefficiency as a 
significant cause for runaway growth in entitlement spending.

The reader comes away with an alarming sense of the scope of the 
problem, but a weak sense of its core causes and, more importantly, pro-
posed solutions. The book provides an overwhelming sense that entitlement 
spending is out of control, especially viewed over time and against other 
expenditures. But how we got to the point of being “a nation of takers” is 
far less clear and would require a far more nuanced analysis. Beyond this, 
it is important to separate entitlement from residual programs in order to 
view the whole from its parts. Social Security and SNAP (food stamps), 
for example, are structurally and philosophically so different that placing 
these categories together dilutes Eberstadt’s argument.

The author provides a highly valuable service for the social worker in 
providing an empirically-supported, macro view of entitlement spending. 
The micro view is missing here, however, which may be frustrating for 
those who spend their days with individuals who rely upon Social Security 
and Medicaid for nursing home care or upon food stamps to supplement 
a working poor income. v

Lisa Hosack, Ph.D., LMSW, Assistant Professor of Social Work, Grove City 
College, 100 Campus Drive, Grove City, PA 16137. Phone: (724)458-2011. 
Email: llhosack@gcc.edu.

Social Work Practice with Families: A Resiliency-Based Approach
Mary Patricia Van Hook. (2014). 2nd Ed. Chicago, IL: Lyceum.

Mary Van Hook’s Social Work Practice with Families: A Resiliency-Based 
Approach provides a broad and diverse introduction to the complex work 
required of social workers working in a family context. Families are their 
own unique group of people and therefore require creative and distinctive 
interventions. The resiliency of families is highlighted through a thorough 
exploration of diverse family types and family situations and by applying 
resiliency and its concepts to a variety of family treatment modalities and 
theories.

The book is divided into three distinct sections. In the first section, the 
reader is introduced to resiliency-based practice. While the book is primar-
ily focused on social work practice with families, the author describes how 
resiliency can be defined and emphasized on individual, family, and com-
munity levels. Throughout the second section, Van Hook highlights some 
of the major treatment theories related to family social work practice across 
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a range of interventions from solution-focused therapy to object relations. 
The final section of the book is dedicated to applications of resiliency-based 
practice in the family setting specifically focusing on difficult and complex 
family situations.

Resiliency is defined by Van Hook as “the process by which people 
manage not only to endure hardships, but also to create and sustain lives 
that have meaning and contribute to those around them” (p. 3). Families 
and individuals who are considered to be at high risk often rise above their 
challenges to be successful. When a social worker is looking for resiliency 
in an individual or family system, the practitioner must look for examples 
of resiliency at the environmental, interpersonal, and individual levels. 
While highlighting these levels, the author gives specific examples of both 
risk and protective factors that may impact family and individual resiliency.

Van Hook’s strengths in this book include the detailed case examples 
provided at the end of each chapter to highlight the specific concepts cov-
ered in the chapter. The case studies make the book an even better resource 
for the BSW or MSW classroom. The discussion questions also provide an 
added resource for in-class or online discussion forums or could be used as 
a way to check students’ comprehension of the material. A second strength 
is that Van Hook clearly outlines how the book follows along with the 2008 
CSWE EPAS and practice behaviors. A BSW or MSW program seeking to 
use this textbook in a course could easily structure their explicit curricu-
lum and corresponding projects with the material found in the book. Van 
Hook makes it easy for instructors and programs to recognize how she has 
identified each competency within the different sections of the book. Since 
we are now under the 2015 EPAS, social work programs may have to make 
some slight adjustments to the outline provided in the book since it reflects 
the 2008 EPAS. The changes between the 2008 and 2015 EPAS, however, 
are not significant and therefore the adjustments should not be too difficult.

One potential gap is the fact that the book focuses specifically on dif-
ferent treatment modalities and therapy models along with certain problems 
families might face. The book only briefly addresses how developmental 
models have been applied to families as well. It may have been helpful for 
her to address various perspectives on the developmental or cyclical model 
of family development (Garland, 2012; Duvall & Hill, 1948). These models 
have shaped the way we view families so it seems important to include 
the strengths and weaknesses of both models and how they can shape our 
work with families.

Social Work Practice with Families: A Resiliency-Based Approach provides 
a thorough and helpful resource for both BSW and MSW classrooms, but can 
also be a useful tool for any social worker, even those not working directly 
in family practice. The inclusion of a chapter on family spirituality also 
ensures that both practitioners and students have at least some knowledge 
on how to identify religion, faith, or spirituality as a strength and potential 
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resource for the family. This, along with the thorough exploration of a wide 
variety of treatment modalities and a review of some significant family 
challenges, makes Van Hook’s book a tool that all social workers in direct 
practice should have on their shelves. v
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The Mother & Child Project
Hope Through Healing Hands (2015). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.

The Mother & Child Project (2015) is compiled by Hope Through Heal-
ing Hands, a nonprofit with a mission to improve world health. The book 
is a collection of personal essays written by “artists and actors, nurses and 
doctors, policymakers and pastors (p. 18).” The 42 contributing authors 
raise their voices to advocate for women’s health with hope for a better 
world. While the names of the celebrities drew me to the book, the stories 
of real women’s struggles captured my heart. Mihret Gebrehiwot, Beryl 
Anyango, Namatta Lillian, Kiran Awasthi, and Dorine share their experi-
ences that bring truth to those who will listen. The Mother & Child Project 
challenges readers to stand up for what we believe and to get involved. 
The premise of this book is that improved world health is linked to world 
peace, a worthy vision for investing in women and children.

“Part 1: Maternal and Child Health: How Healthy Timing and Spac-
ing of Pregnancy Saves Lives” begins with Gebrehiwot’s story that gives 
readers insight into the reality of the lives of young girls whose families 
arrange for early marriage. This section reveals the power of education to 
motivate young women to plan their families, to finish school, to work, and 
to contribute to their communities. In Chapter 11, Dr. Kent Hill describes 
World Vision’s support for healthy timing and spacing of pregnancies 
(HTSP) as a tool for family planning. Social workers embrace the values 
of our profession to assist individual women to manage their reproductive 
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health within the framework of their religious and cultural beliefs. We 
also have mezzo and macro intervention skills to assist nongovernmental 
organizations and governments to develop social programs and policies to 
improve educational outcomes for women and children.

“Part 2: Strong Mothers: The Key to Healthy Families, Communities, 
and Nations” helps the reader understand the role of women in develop-
ing nations and women’s central role in protecting and raising children. 
At the center of this role is mother-child attachment and love. Sherry Sur-
ratt’s powerful essay in Chapter 18 says it all, “Better Moms Make a Better 
World (p.109).” For me, motherhood combined with professional orphan 
care research has informed my conviction that the way to healthier global 
communities is through the lives of women and children. I’ve observed 
women work together in extended families to care for children as if they 
were their own. Children survive, go to school, grow-up, get jobs, and form 
their own families on the hopes and prayers of the women who care for 
them. Mother love is universal and enhanced when mothers are healthy and 
cared for themselves through families, social supports, church programs, 
and community services.

“Part 3: Male Involvement, Child Marriage, Slavery, and Orphan Care” 
helps the reader understand the plight of vulnerable people in the world and 
the issues that plague their progress towards healthy lives. Male involve-
ment is a dilemma in societies where survival is threatened by the ravages 
of historic social problems. The authors challenge readers to consider 
and address global traditions and brokenness of disempowered father-
hood, early marriage, slavery, and orphan care. These issues are the key to 
understanding inequality in the world. Children are orphaned because of 
poverty, disease, lack of health care, war and conflict, sex-trafficking and 
exploitation, natural disasters, racism, materialism, and failed political 
systems. Contributors to this section of the book write profound essays 
that motivate readers to get involved, to do their part, and to make a dif-
ference in the world.

“Part 4: Maternal Health Matters to People of Faith” asks readers to 
go deeper in their own faith when they read and reflect on this last section 
of the book.

The Mother & Child Project is a must read for Christian social workers 
in global practice who are compelled to respond to the voices of vulnerable 
women and children through our vocation. I encourage social workers to 
read this book with others in their book clubs and professional associations. 
Reading the book in community will allow readers to reflect together on its 
message and to discuss how best to listen to the voices of the contributing 
authors. The book urges readers to action through faith, offering a range 
of options: lend your voice for awareness, volunteer your time, give your 
financial resources, contribute your professional expertise, advocate us-
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ing your political sphere of influence, and pray for peace and justice. The 
Mother & Child Project asks each reader to answer the call and to raise our 
collective voices to make the world a better place for vulnerable women 
and children, and thus in turn, a safer, more peaceful world for everyone. v

Reviewed by Deborah Sturtevant, Ph.D., LMSW, Professor of Sociology and 
Social Work, Hope College, Holland, MI. Email: sturtevant@hope.edu.
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Christianity and soCial Work: readings on the integration of 
Christian faith & soCial Work PraCtiCe (fifth edition)
T. Laine Scales and Michael S. Kelly (Editors). (2016). Botsford, CT: NACSW.  
$54.95 U.S., $43.95 for NACSW members or orders of 10 or more copies. For 
price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate.

At over 400 pages and with 19 chapters, this exten-
sively-revised fifth edition of Christianity and Social 
Work includes six new chapters and six significantly-
revised chapters in response to requests by readers of 
previous editions including chapters on evidence-
based practice (EBP), congregational Social Work, 
military social work, working with clients from the 
LGBT community, human trafficking – and much 
more! The fifth edition of Christianity and Social 
Work is written for social workers whose motivations 

to enter the profes sion are informed by their Christian faith, and who 
desire to develop faithfully Christian approaches to helping. It addresses a 
breadth of curriculum areas such as social welfare history, human behavior 
and the social environment, social policy, and practice at micro, mezzo, 
and macro levels. Christianity and Social Work is organized so that it can 
be used as a textbook or supple mental text in a social work class, or as a 
training or reference materials for practitioners and has an online compan-
ion volume of teaching tools entitled Instructor’s Resources.

Why i am a soCial Worker: 25 Christians tell their life stories

Diana R. Garland. (2015). Botsford, CT: NACSW. $29.95 U.S., $23.95 for 
NACSW members or orders of 10 or more copies. For price in Canadian dol-
loars, use current exchange rate.. 

Why I Am a Social Worker describes the rich 
diversity and nature of the profession of social 
work through the 25 stories of daily lives and 
professional journeys chosen to represent the 
different people, groups and human situations 
where social workers serve. 

Many social workers of faith express that they 
feel “called” to help people – sometimes a specific 
population of people such as abused children or 
people who live in poverty. Often they describe this 
calling as a way of living out their faith. Why I Am 
a Social Worker serves as a resource for Christians 
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in social work as they reflect on their sense of calling, and provides direction 
to guide them in this process. 

Virtue and CharaCter in soCial Work PraCtiCe 
Edited by Terry A. Wolfer and Cheryl Brandsen. (2015). Botsford, CT: 
NACSW. $23.75 U.S., $19.00 for NACSW members or orders of 10 or more 
copies. For price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate. 

Virtues and Character in Social Work Practice offers 
a fresh contribution to the Christian social work 
literature with its emphasis on the key role of 
character traits and virtues in equipping Chris-
tians in social work to engage with and serve their 
clients and communities well.

This book is for social work practitioners 
who, as social change agents, spend much of their 
time examining social structures and advocating 
for policies and programs to advance justice and 
increase opportunity. 

Congregational soCial Work: Christian PersPeCtiVes 
Diana Garland and Gaynor Yancey. (2014). Botsford, CT: NACSW.
$39.95 U.S., $31.95 for NACSW members or orders of 10 or more cop-
ies). For price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate.

Congregational Social Work offers a compelling 
account of the many ways social workers serve 
the church as leaders of congregational life, 
of ministry to neighborhoods locally and glob-
ally, and of advocacy for social justice. Based 
on the most comprehensive study to date on 
social work with congregations, Congrega-
tional Social Work shares illuminating stories 
and experiences from social workers engaged 
in powerful and effective work within and in 
support of congregations throughout the US.
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sPiritual assessment: helPing handbook for helPing Professionals

David Hodge. (2003). Botsford CT: NACSW $20.00 U.S. ($16.00 for 
NACSW members or orders of 10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, 
use current exchange rate.

A growing consensus exists among helping profession-
als, accrediting organizations and clients regarding the 
importance of spiritual assessment. David Hodge’s 
Spiritual Assessment: Helping Handbook for Helping 
Professionals, describes five complementary spiritual 
assessment instruments, along with an analysis of their 
strengths and limitations. The aim of this book is to 
familiarize readers with a repertoire of spiritual assess-
ment tools to enable practitioners to select the most 
appropriate assessment instrument in given client/

practitioner settings. By developing an assessment “toolbox” containing a 
variety of spiritual assessment tools, practitioners will become better 
equipped to provide services that address the individual needs of each of 
their clients.

graPPling With faith: deCision Cases for Christians in  
soCial Work

Terry A. Wolfer and Mackenzi Huyser (2010) $23.75 ($18.99 for NACSW 
members or for orders of 10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, use 
current exchange rate.

Grappling with Faith: Decision Cases for Christians 
in Social Work presents fifteen cases specifically 
designed to challenge and stretch Christian social 
work students and practitioners. Using the case 
method of teaching and learning, Grappling with 
Faith highlights the ambiguities and dilemmas 
found in a wide variety of areas of social work 
practice, provoking active decision making and 
helping develop readers’ critical thinking skills. 
Each case provides a clear focal point for initiating 

stimulating, in-depth discussions for use in social work classroom or train-
ing settings. These discussions require that students use their knowledge 
of social work theory and research, their skills of analysis and problem 
solving, and their common sense and collective wisdom to identify and 
analyze problems, evaluate possible solutions, and decide what to do in 
these complex and difficult situations.
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giVing and taking helP (reVised edition)
Alan Keith-Lucas. (1994). Botsford CT: North American Association of 
Christians in Social Work.  $20.75 U.S. ($16.50 for NACSW members 
or orders of 10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, use current ex-
change rate.

Alan Keith-Lucas’ Giving and Taking Help, first published 
in 1972, has become a classic in the social work litera-
ture on the helping relationship. Giving and taking help 
is a uniquely clear, straightforward, sensible, and wise 
examination of what is involved in the helping pro-
cess—the giving and taking of help. It reflects on peren-
nial issues and themes yet is grounded in highly prac-
tice-based and pragmatic realities. It respects both the 
potential and limitations of social science in understand-
ing 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 profoundly personal yet reach-
ing the theoretical and generalizable. It has a point of view.

so you Want to be a soCial Worker: a Primer for the  
Christian student 
Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1985).  Botsford, CT:  NACSW.  Social Work Practice 
Monograph Series.  $11.50 U.S. ($9.00 for NACSW members or orders of 
10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate.

So You Want to Be a Social Worker has proven itself 
to be an invaluable resource for both students and 
practitioners who are concerned about the respon-
sible integration of their Christian faith and compe-
tent, ethical professional practice. It is a thoughtful, 
clear, and brief distillation of practice wisdom and 
responsible guidelines regarding perennial questions 
that arise, such as the nature of our roles, our ethical 
and spiritual responsibilities, the fallacy of “imposi-
tion of values,” the problem of sin, and the need for 
both courage and humility. 
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on beComing a Christian eduCator in soCial Work

Michael Sherr (2010) $21.75 ($17.50 for NACSW members or for  
orders of 10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, use current  
exchange rate.

On Becoming a Christian Educator is a compelling 
invitation for social workers of faith in higher educa-
tion to explore what it means to be a Christian in 
social work education. By highlighting seven core 
commitments of Christian social work educators, it 
offers strategies for social work educators to connect 
their personal faith journeys to effective teaching 
practices with their students. Frank B. Raymond, Dean 
Emeritus at the College of Social Work at the Univer-
sity of South Carolina suggests that “Professor Sherr’s 

book should be on the bookshelf of every social work educator who wants 
to integrate the Christian faith with classroom teaching. Christian social 
work educators can learn much from Professor Sherr’s spiritual and voca-
tional journey as they continue their own journeys and seek to integrate 
faith, learning and practice in their classrooms.”

hearts strangely Warmed:  refleCtions on bibliCal Passages  
releVant to soCial Work

Lawrence E. Ressler (Editor).  (1994).  Botsford, CT:  North American 
Association of Christians in Social Work.  $9.25 U.S. ($7.50 for NACSW 
members or orders of 10 or more). For price in Canadian dollars, use cur-
rent exchange rate.

Hearts Strangely Warmed: Reflections on Biblical Passages Relevant 
to Social Work is a collection of devotional readings or reflective essays 
on 42 scriptures pertinent to social work. The passages demonstrate 
the ways the Bible can be a source of hope, inspiration, and conviction 
to social workers.

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).  Botsford, CT:  North American Association 
of Christians in Social Work.  $20.75 U.S. ($16.50 for NACSW mem-
bers). For price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate.
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enCounters With Children: stories that helP us understand and 
helP them

Alan Keith-Lucas.  (1991).  Botsford, CT:  North American Association 
of Christians in Social Work.  $11.50 U.S. ($9.00 for NACSW mem-
bers).  For price in Canadian dollars, use current exchange rate.

To Order Publications:

To order a copy of any of the above publications, please send a check 
for the price plus 10% shipping and handling.  (A 20% discount for 
members or for purchases of at least 10 copies is available.)  Checks 
should be made payable to NACSW; P.O. Box 121, Botsford, CT  
06404-0121.  Email:  info@nacsw.org  203.270.8780.



CALL FOR PAPERS: SPECIAL ISSUE OF 
SOCIAL WORK AND CHRISTIANITY

Topic: Faith, Religion and Migration
Date of Issue: Spring 2017
Guest editors: Breanne Grace and Benjamin Roth
Deadline: September 1, 2016

Three percent of the world’s population are international migrants. Whether they are 
immigrants who cross nation-state borders voluntarily, refugees who are displaced by 
conditions in their home country, or asylees who are fleeing persecution, a greater 
percentage of the global population than ever before is living in a country that is not 
originally their own. The reception that migrants receive varies considerably. 

Given the magnitude of migration, the complexity of the migratory process, and the 
multiple factors affecting integration, there is no single migration experience. However, 
religion and faith are woven into contemporary migrations in ways that have signifi-
cant implications for immigrants, their families and the places where they settle. This 
special issue of Social Work and Christianity will explore the role of religion, religious 
institutions, and/or faith in contemporary migratory processes (including why indi-
viduals leave, their migration experience itself, and/or the challenges of adjusting to 
a new home once they arrive).

Submissions in the following areas are particularly requested:
•	 Conceptual offerings providing definitional clarity and theoretical 

frameworks related to how religion, religious institutions, and/or 
faith intersects with contemporary migration. 

•	 Articles that apply social work practice to working with migrants, 
with a special focus on religion/faith, at the micro, mezzo, and 
macro levels. 

•	 Articles focused on research or research methods related to reli-
gion/faith and migration.

•	 Articles focusing on the history of religion/faith and migration in 
social work education and practice.

Guidelines for submitting manuscripts:

All authors are strongly encouraged to contact the special edition editors by email (see 
contact information below) by June 1, 2016 to discuss ideas for paper submissions. 
The deadline for all paper submissions is September 1, 2016.   

Articles submitted to SWC should begin with a title page, including the author’s name, 
address, phone number, email address, abstract of no more than 200 words, a list of 
key words, and an indication of whether or not the author would like the manuscript 
to be peer-reviewed.  The article text should be double-spaced and limited to 20–25 
pages, including all references and appendices (please use the 6th edition of the Ameri-
can Psychological Association Style Manual format for in-text references and reference 
lists). Manuscripts should be submitted electronically as email attachments, prefer-
ably in Microsoft Word, to either Benjamin J. Roth (rothbj@sc.edu) or Breanne Grace 
(breanne.grace@sc.edu) by September 1, 2016.



•	 Publications	with	an	 
Integrative Focus

•	 Chapters	and	Small	 
Fellowship Groups

•	 Quarterly	Newsletter

•	 Monthly	eNewsletters

•	 Three-Day	Annual	 
Convention

•	 Connection	to	Liability	 
Insurance

•	 Website	Links	and	 
Resources page

•	 Local	Workshops	and	 
Regional Conferences

•	 Online	Membership	Directory	

•	 Multiple	Listservs

•	 Member	Interest	Groups

•	 Internet	Job	Postings	

•	 Members’	Section	on	the	NAC-
SW Website

•	 Connections	with	Christian	
Social Service Organizations 

•	 Online	Bibliography

•	 Monthly	Podcasts	and	Access	
to a Podcast Archives Free to 
Memebers

•	 Quarterly	Webinars	Free	to	
Members

•	 Access	to	NACSW	Facebook,	
LinkedIn, Twitter and Other 
Social Media Accounts

NACSW JOBNET
The Christian  
Career Connection

Looking to fill  
an open position?
Visit NACSW’s website  
or call/fax at 888-426-4712

Searching for  
a new job?
visit http://www.nacsw.org  
and click on the  
JobNet Career Center link

For additional information visit NACSW’s website at:  
http://www.nacsw.org or contact the NACSW office tollfree at: 

888.426.4712, or email NACSW at info@nacsw.org



North American Association of
Christians in Social Work
P.O. Box 121, Botsford, CT  06404-0121

Change Service Requested

North AmerIcAN ASSocIAtIoN
of chrIStIANS IN SocIAl work

NACSW’s mission is to equip its members to integrate 
Christian faith and professional social work practice.

Its goals include:
•	 Supporting	and	encouraging	members	in	the	

integration of Christian faith and professional 
practice through fellowship, education, and service 
opportunities.

•	 Articulating	an	informed	Christian	voice	on	social	
welfare practice and policies to the social work 
profession.

•	 Providing	professional	understanding	and	help	 
for the social ministry of the church.

•	 Promoting	social	welfare	services	and	policies	in	
society which bring about greater justice and meet 
basic human needs.


