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THE SOUL OF SOCIAL WORK: MORE SPIRIT, LESS SPIRITUALITY

by Harry Butler (HButlerphd@aol.com)
The word spiritual has increased in its frequency of use in social work publications and continuing education offerings.  In the minds of many of us, the word spiritual is linked with religion.  This is true in dictionary definitions of the word spiritual.  This creates some cause for concern since the new emphasis on the spiritual may, on the face of it, violate professional and traditional social work values related to the acceptance of all peoples and a respect for the rights of all to unbiased service.  In part, professional social work emerged in the late nineteenth century because faith-based volunteers, friendly visitors, and other zealous people seemed to use social services as a coercive entrée in which to pedal and proselytize their beliefs to unsuspecting souls.

I can think of five reasons that social workers have become more interested in spiritual considerations.  First, the Christian right has increased its influence in our society over the past several decades and fundamentalist Christians have become more strident in their imposition of their faith onto government, education, and other social institutions.  Second, as social work has embraced the "recovery" movement, it has intentionally or

unwittingly, brought into social work the beliefs of "renunciation of self and turning to higher powers."  Third, social workers have perhaps become as disenchanted with materialism as others in society and are thus seeking other forms of meaning and gratification in their lives.  Thus, they seek to project these needs onto their clients as well.  Fourth, the emphasis on spirituality may reflect a reaction against the mechanical and technical definitions of humans inherent in current trends toward medicalizing the human services. Fifth, as American society has become more influenced by eastern culture, there is a greater interest in eastern religions which emphasize the spiritual over the material needs of mankind.

It is odd that concerns with the human spirit and its inherent rejection of materialism comes at a time when American materialism is rampant and boundless.  Given this context and the current political scene, a sixth

reason for emphasis on the spiritual is that it is a deflection from the consequences of government tilting toward the interests of the wealthy and big business at the expense of the public and the environment.  While politicians may cynically use spiritual/religious rhetoric as a cover for their real interests, this is not the reason why professional social workers turn away from the pragmatics of service and embrace quasi-religious and outright religious belief systems.  This very publication has advertised courses where spiritual psychotherapy and the power of prayer are presented as professional topics for which continuing education hours are available.

It could be asked: Why the concern?  Hasn’t the psychotherapy component of social work always related to the meanings and coherence that clients find in life?  The word psyche actually means "soul" in Greek.  I have no

argument with this tradition where social workers support and enhance the ability of clients to discover meaning, coherence, and vitality in their lives. Research shows that people who have strong commitments are healthier than those who either lack commitments or lack passion for their commitments. The current use of the word spiritual implies something beyond a person’s passion, coherence, and commitments in life.  It is chic but disingenuous in some social work circles to refer to eastern religions including their spiritual nature and somehow to imply that these religions do not carry the same problems or baggage as western religions.  Eastern religious ideas are lifted from their cultural context and proselytized as a form of boutique spirituality.  Thus, one can transcend the materialism of one's Mercedes, one's home with an ocean view, and one's pool and jacuzzi with spiritual accessories.  This type of spirituality may be so trivial that it is harmless.  On the other hand, professional social work’s embrace of spirituality sweeps with a wider broom than this.  The fashionable camel’s nose in the tent involves a much larger body of religious beliefs and bigotry that has the very real potential to co-opt the fundamental integrity of our profession.

Consistent with their beliefs, religious fundamentalists cannot help but use social work as a shill for their religion.  Even less fundamentalist religions can suffer the same divided loyalty problem.  As a gentile, I worked in three different Jewish Family Service Agencies in three different cities.  In each of these agencies, professional social workers had to fend off the views of rabbis and others that wanted a "Jewish-centered casework." The social workers at these agencies wisely recognized that rabbinical counseling and clinical social work counseling, while having some overlap, were quite distinct and had different goals.  To work at a Jewish agency, it was part of my job to understand and give proper respect to Jewish culture and Jewish religion.  It was not my job to represent that religion in my clinical practice.  I do not believe I would have been hired or would have found it possible to maintain my professional integrity at an agency funded as and identified as a Christian agency.

Nothing written here attempts to deny that human beings are spiritual beings and that the inner spiritual self is known and expressed through the creative arts, experiences in nature, human relationships, and other human

strivings and achievements.  For many, religious beliefs are central to their spiritual self-understandings, expression, and life meanings.  Many therapists have traditionally attempted to support and connect with the

inner lives of their clients through the use of various art forms and life experiences.  The argument here is not that the inner lives of clients and the meanings and feelings these involve are not central to the concerns of professional social workers.

The point here is that dogma should not be introduced as a legitimate part of social work practice under the cover of spirituality.  Too much current emphasis on spirituality and perhaps even the choice of the term is really using the term spirituality as a code word for religion and religious dogma.  Unfortunately, religion, especially in its organized form, has always included a dogma of "knowing" how others should live.  Professional social workers have always stood firm against religious or any other form of dogma entering social work practice.  Various strategies including supervision consultation have, in part, emerged in the profession as an attempt to minimize the imposition of illegitimate and inappropriate goals, feelings, and judgments onto clients.

Intentional imposition of religious beliefs onto clients as is implied In the title "Christian Social Work" violates the fundamental values and traditions of the social work profession.  Even when clients declare themselves Christian and seek a social worker that carries such a title, what is being practiced is not professional social work services.

Christian-identified social workers seek to have it both ways.  They want to proselytize and impose their beliefs while at the same time covering their practice with the sanction of professional social work.  Professionalism and

religious proselytizing, either subtle or direct, are incompatible.  Thus, the very title "Christian Social Work" is itself a deceptive and dishonest representation which betrays both Christianity and social work.

Many of those who wish to make social work a religiously sacred practice assert that it is impossible to live or practice without some implicit beliefs informing life and work.  This is an inarguable truth.  At the same time, the professional credo is one where practitioners are mandated to continuously monitor their own beliefs and make every effort to minimize the unfair and toxic impact of their own beliefs onto clients.  It can be reasonably argued that self-awareness has its limits and that, inevitably, social workers will impose their beliefs into the clinical situation.  I contend the self-aware social workers who strive to minimize their own biases offer a legitimate service where those who actively seek to impose their beliefs onto clients do not offer a professional service.  Social work is not a vehicle to be used by any religious sect or bigoted group to further their own objectives.

The concept of "client self-determination" has been central to the social work profession from its beginnings.  Thus, it is the social workers' job to ensure that decisions regarding marriage, divorce, abortion, birth control,

church attendance, tithing, and many other morally-laden decisions are for clients, not clinicians, to make.  The social worker’s obligation is to use influence to ensure that clients feel free to make these decisions for themselves.  It is impossible to empower a client to make such decisions without using the transferential power of the clinical relationship to give permission to the client to make such decisions.  This permission giving function inherent in the therapeutic relationship is at odds with the basic beliefs of many religious fundamentalists.  It is for this reason that social work emerged as a secular alternative to religious volunteers and the clergy. It is for this reason that social work must remain secular.  Thus, the concept of "Christian Social Work" or any other religious based social work is an oxymoron and anathema.

Clinicians have been accused of ignoring the role of religion or spirituality in the lives of their clients.  I do not believe there is validity to this charge.  A good clinician takes note of any client beliefs or biases that might have clinical relevance.  In some situations, those beliefs are an ally of clinical goals and in others, they are obstacles to mental health and good functioning.  In some cases, and religious fundamentalists will disagree strongly with this, a client’s religious beliefs may be essentially clinically irrelevant.  The original psychotherapy, based on Freud’s ideas, assumed that rationality (ego), morality (superego) and biological urges (id) could be in sufficient

conflict to cause symptoms and undue suffering.  When religion serves to place upon people undue amounts of guilt and behavioral restrictions such that a client’s mental health suffers or a client's treatment of other people is abusive, then the beliefs themselves are seen as a form of psychopathology.  This isn’t new.  Excessive religiosity has been recognized as a form of psychopathology for a long time.  Many clients feel they have been abused by members of the clergy, church schools, and the religiosity of their families.  If anything, the religious abuse of children has created a caseload for many clinicians.  I have one client whose family refuses to have anything to do with her because she does not practice their chosen religion. It is certainly not the job of a clinician to coerce this client to practice her family’s religion.

The conflict between the tenets of religion and the obligations of clinical social workers to provide clinical service are inevitable.  The profession of social work needs to take a stand regarding its traditional values in terms of refusing to abandon its clients to alien ideologies and belief systems which violate and abuse their clients.  Unfortunately, the profession has of late been leaning the other way.  Social work is trying to co-opt or is being co-opted by various religions.  Among the more secular, this co-optation is called spirituality.  Among fundamentalists, it is out and out proselytizing of religion in the name of clinical social work.

It is indeed perplexing to view a profession, which is becoming increasingly populated with women and which has strongly endorsed equal rights for women, embrace belief systems which have systematically and theologically opposed the rights of women.  Some of those same religious groups at one time defended segregation of blacks and whites as representing no other than God’s will.  Furthermore, while at one polar position in the profession, it is proposed that social work practice is based strictly on science (secular by definition), at the other pole of the profession, we are advocating spirituality.  It is as though we have lost touch with our history and our identity.

What are the reasons for the profession of social work yielding its identity without protest to the introduction of religious dogma into the profession?  I suspect that the turn to fundamentalist religions and spiritual practices in modern America represents a reaction to the increasing complexity and alienation of our society.  The retreat into the spiritual may reflect a fear that the challenges of social change and increasing technological and social complexity are too difficult to comprehend or manage.  The members of the social work profession are not immune to these pressures.  At the same time, social work has always existed to aid those who are attempting to cope and adjust to change.  A clear example of this from our history, which continues to the present, is the focus on assistance to those who have immigrated from other cultures.  We cannot help others adjust to change if we recoil from change and retreat from the challenges of our dynamic society.

A second reason for the lack of protest from the profession is perhaps a matter of misguided political correctness.  As various ethnic and racial groups have had some tendency to develop subgroups within the profession

centered around sub-cultural concerns, the profession has perhaps tended to see the sub-grouping of religious groups as a similar phenomenon.  Developing a subgroup in order to assist the profession in understanding and responding to cultural differences among clients differs considerably from subgroups that wish to proselytize and impose dogma and call it social work.  It is true that some ethnic and racial subgroups have attempted to impose

ideological dogma on the profession and when this has happened, it has been resisted by the profession and by many members of the various subgroups attempting to impose such ideology.  To oppose the importation of religious dogma into professional social work is not the same as opposing or persecuting any particular religion in society.  We hold values that respect the dignity and integrity of all people.  This is not the same as permitting

any and all dogma and belief systems to inform and guide professional social work practice.

As a profession, we have ground to regain to protect the integrity of professional practice.  The fight for professional recognition has been long and difficult and it has not been easy.  Furthermore, it isn’t over.  We

continue to struggle for professional recognition on many fronts.  When we permit our professionalism to erode into faith-based services, we risk losing much of what we have gained.  We need to have faith in ourselves and

our history and we need to let other faiths practice their faiths in the appropriate times and places.
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