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If we study what it takes both to give and to accept help and the nature of God's saving activity we would expect to find some close correspondences. And indeed we do. One of our insights as social workers is that most people resist taking any meaningful help that will really change their way of life. They may apparently ask for help, but on their own terms or seem to take help by doing everything that the helper suggests, but make little or no inward change. Really to take help requires four things. It asks that one recognize a problem and that one cannot solve it oneself, which is the true meaning of repentance. It asks that one tell someone about it (confessions It requires that for the moment at least, one recognizes this other person as more knowledgeable than oneself (submission) and that, finally, one is willing to give up the old, and the familiar, however unsatisfactory, for the new and unfamiliar, however promising it looks. And this is the essence of faith itself, the essence of things unseen, putting all one's eggs in a basket one cannot prove is really there, and a basket too that may require a lot of effort on our part to maintain in working order.

With this insight one ought to be able to understand people's resistance to real help and the fears that lie behind it, and not ascribe it to lack of will, stubbornness, stupidity or lack of ambition. It should also help us to recognize the many devices people use to ward off help, for many of us have done the same things in our religious life-hoped, for instance, that if we go to church, pay our tithe, and refrain from obvious sin, God will not ask anything more of us. We have not always been above demanding that God solve our problems in the way we would like Him to do so and without the need for any change in ourselves.

When it comes to how we help people, we also have a guide from our faith, not so much in individual texts, but in the whole Christian story. It is true that we might arrive at the same general conclusions from observation or experience in helping, without a specific Christian orientation, but what our Christian faith can add is a sense of how essential is the process that we have observed, why it is so, so that we include it in all that we do. And, what is even more important, it can give us a deeper understanding of what is involved in each part of the process.

   What those who have studied helping know, although they don't always express it in these terms, is that in any helping situation the helper brings three things to the person being helped. One is a sense of reality. This is how things are. This is the likely result of you doing this or that. These are your options, your rights, the law, and what I can do to help. But reality is very hard to face. The helper has to do two other things. First, he has to understand the other person’s fears, the temptations he or she is subject to, his or her resistance to change-not sympathize with them, that is, agree with them, or pity the other person, which means feeling superior to him or her, but know, feel and express what the other person is going through without losing sight of what the problem really is. This calls for the very difficult quality that we call empathy, or an act of the loving imagination, which demands both feeling with the other person and yet not becoming so identified with him or her that one has nothing new or different to bring to the situation. And second, he has to assure the person he is trying to help of his or her continued presence and interest, which we call support.

There has to be some state of mind, some experience of human love, some success in one's life, some hope before one can understand and put one's faith in the Christian message. Paul said that faith was the gift of the Spirit, which is true, but what we can do as social workers-and we do have a wonderful opportunity to do so-is to show such love and forgivingness that a confused and desperate person can understand the Spirit's message when it comes.

A consideration of the Parable of the Sower may be helpful here. The seed only grows to maturity when there is good ground to receive it. But stony or even shallow ground can be converted into good ground by the addition of nutrients (love) or ploughing (facing reality) or breaking up clots (getting rid of blocks) and perhaps what social workers can do for the most part is to be tillers of the ground, rather than the Sower, who must in the long run be God Himself. It is true that certain men and women, powerful preachers or prophets, may act, as it were, for God as sowers, but even they have for the most part audiences that have some readiness to listen.

When, then, is it appropriate for a Christian social worker to witness directly to his or her faith? Four situations suggest themselves.

1. When a client is a Christian or would like to be one. When he or she understands Christian language and it has some meaning to him or to her. When people want to know more or need your companionship in the faith, to pray, or to meditate or to explore what the faith can mean to them.

2. When a client enquires why you or your agency takes so much trouble with him or her or helps him or her when no one else will. This can be a real revelation to a client, particularly, as unfortunately sometimes hap- pens, when their former encounters with religion or with religious people has been with its harsher aspects. Many people's image of religion has been soured through association with a puritanical or judgmental parent, relative, or pastor and the discovery that it can lead to joy, or love is a new one.

3. Where the clients are religious but their view of the faith is distorted or inadequate. One has to be careful here, however, not to contradict a person's beliefs but rather to enlarge them. Thus without in any way throwing doubt on the beliefs of someone who is meticulously following God's commandments but has chosen only those that feed his or her anger against wrongdoers, one might point out that the Bible also says that the "anger of man does not work the righteousness of God" (James 1:20) or that all the commandments are summed up in the single demand to love one's neighbor as oneself (Romans 13:9).
4. When someone begins to ask the sort of questions to which religion speaks directly, such as, "How can I live with myself?" or even, "How can I possibly do that?" Sometimes these won't come as questions, but as statements: "I can't trust anybody or anything" or "I can't see any hope for myself." Here what the social workers might say is, "Have you thought that God does forgive your sins," or "Maybe you and God could do it together" or even, "You know, Christ died for people like you." The more a person comes to terms with him or herself the more his questions will be ones to which religion provides an answer, and the readier he or she will be to see faith as a live option.

It perhaps does not need saying, but yet should always be kept in mind, that the most effective Christian witness is not talking about religion but treating people in a Christian way oneself. And perhaps one should add a word of warning to the worker who, in his or her desire to share his or her experience of God, makes a personal testimony. The most dangerous of all helpers is the one who has solved his or her own problem and has forgotten what it cost.

North American Association of Christians in Social Work, Box 7090, St. Davids, PA 19087-7090 -

