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Introduction

I’ll begin with a little bit about where I’'m coming from. I'm a
Black Biracial Military Brat from the United States of America
by way of California, Texas, and Washington. I'm a social worker, took my Bachelors in
Social Work and have been working in the field for 20 years in lots of different programmes
— foster care, jail transition and mental health. | managed a day centre for homelessness;
I've worked in substance misuse services, in public health with HIV/HCV prevention and
managed a day centre and a peer support services for HIV/HCV clients.

| have a Master’s Degree in Social Work and also in Divinity. | studied for a year at the
Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago before coming here; I'm a candidate for ordination
in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) sponsored by a Lutheran-Episcopal
congregation in Seattle, Washington. | found the Lutheran Church when | left the Southern
Baptist Church.

I’'m a runner, a cook and a crocheter, something one of my clients taught me when | was
working at a rehab centre.

Social Work in USA

I’'m going to talk a little bit about my experience as a Christian in social work. Social Work
became a formal profession around the 1890s-1920s, around the same time period that
many human services, like psychiatry and chaplaincy, became formalised professions. One
of the pioneers of Social Work in USA was Jane Adams (1860-1935) who worked with the
Settlement House Movement. | believe you have Settlement Houses here in London.
Among other things she opened Hull House, which was a place for working families and
immigrants in Chicago providing a variety of services to the people staying there. Mary
Richmond (1861-1928) with the Charity Organisation Society was someone who formalised
the concepts of Social Work. ‘Friendly Visitors” would go out to families and that gradually
grew into Case Workers and Case Management. The National Association of Social Workers
was formed in 1955 which is the professional association for all its members.

A Social Worker’s Code of Ethics
For this talk | thought it would be helpful to go through the Code of Ethics that we have as

Social Workers and where | see it aligns with what | see as the call for us of Christian service.
So | shall show the ethical values and then passages from scripture that | think support it.



Our first Ethical Value is SERVICE
The Principle states that:

Social workers’ primary goal is to help people in need and to address social problems.
Social workers elevate service to others above self-interest. Social workers draw on their
knowledge, values, and skills to help people in need and to address social problems. Social
workers are encouraged to volunteer some portion of their professional skills with no
expectation of significant financial return (pro bono service).

| believe that the scripture that undergirds this is Jesus washing his disciples’ feet and telling
them:

‘So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s
feet. For | have set you an example, that you also should do as | have done to you. Very
truly, I tell you, slaves are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater than

the one who sent them.” (John 13.14-16)

We are called to care for one another. So our main goal as Social Workers is to help people
in need and to address social problems and help people achieve the goals they set for
themselves. | became a Social Worker because | wanted to help people and to improve
their lives. The people who come to us are vulnerable and so | have to hold myself in and
maintain highest standards. In America, wherever you receive any government funds, you
are not allowed to proselytise or share your faith as a requirement for clients receiving
services. It is not our place to put our values on the people who come to us. St Francis said,
‘Preach the Gospel at all times and, when necessary, use words.” So the work that | do as a
Social Worker is bolstered and led by my beliefs.

| was a Girl Scout and the motto that we had was ‘Leave a place better than we found it.’
God has entrusted this world to us and we are meant to edify one another. And | also think
about the story of Desmond Tutu. There’s a man walking by the river and he sees people
taking drowning people out of the water and caring for them. He continues walking the
next day and there are more people in the river. Desmond Tutu says, ‘There comes a point
where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and
find out why they’re falling in.” In addition to helping people in crisis, social workers are also
called to make the system before.

Our Second Ethical Value is SOCIAL JUSTICE

The Principal is that Social Workers challenge social injustice:

Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf of vulnerable and
oppressed individuals and groups of people. Social workers’ social change efforts are focused
primarily on issues of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and other forms of social
injustice. These activities seek to promote sensitivity to and knowledge about oppression and
cultural and ethnic diversity. Social workers strive to ensure access to needed information,
services, and resources; equality of opportunity; and meaningful participation in decision
making for all people.



We have to go beyond helping people and start addressing the systems in which they find
themselves. We strive to do more than just address social problems. We have to speak
truth to power and start addressing the systems that disproportionately affect marginalised
people.

This often means that we are focusing on issues of poverty, unemployment, discrimination
and other forms of social injustice. But as we are doing this we have to be mindful of
systems of oppression as well as cultural and ethnic diversity.

| think the scripture that relates to this is when Jesus goes to the synagogue in Nazareth: He
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,
to set free those who are oppressed, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”

Where God made that the focus of his ministry in Christ, so he has made it our focus. |
believe that what the Church has been called to do is not just to offer charity to people —
though when we see people in need we have to address that — but to look at the system as
a whole and to help change the system where necessary.

In his ‘Theology of Liberation” Gustavo Gutiérrez talks about the birth of liberation
theologies. He suggests that for most of Christian history our understanding of the faith has
been from white, higher-class, educated men, but as theologies emerge from the context of
Africa, Asia and the South Pacific our scope of traditional thinking is widened. He advocates
a preferential opting for the poor, the marginalized and the disempowered, and throughout
my work | had that principal in mind, for God has a special place for those who are in need.
We Social Workers believe that everyone deserves a place of caring, but we have to be
mindful of cultural and ethical differences as well as promoting clients’ socially responsible
self-determination, and the role we have with people is to help them address their own
needs.

Our Third Ethical Value is DIGNITY AND WORTH
The Principal is that Social workers respect the inherent dignity and worth of the person.

Social workers treat each person in a caring and respectful fashion, mindful of individual
differences and cultural and ethnic diversity. Social workers promote clients’ socially
responsible self-determination. Social workers seek to enhance clients’ capacity and

opportunity to change and to address their own needs. Social workers are cognizant of their
dual responsibility to clients and to the broader society. They seek to resolve conflicts

between clients’ interests and the broader society’s interests in a socially responsible manner
consistent with the values, ethical principles, and ethical standards of the profession.

So Psalm 139 comes to my mind which says that everybody is wonderfully made by God,; and
also the Golden Rule, ‘Do to others as you would have them do to you.” We are to treat



everybody as beloved children of God, because that is what we are, and that there is no-one
among us who is not in God’s image. Carl Rogers, who is a psychotherapist, highlighted the
need to offer unconditional positive regard to clients. Now, this does not necessarily means
we approve of what they are doing whilst at the same time engaging with them from a
position of mutual respect. When we deal with people from different cultures it requires us
to be culturally competent as well as culturally humble. Se we have to be clear about where
we are coming from and acknowledging that we are not the standard for other people, we
are only the standard for us. Whilst we have to be curious we also have to recognize that
we misread things, and that people coming from different cultures will act in ways that are
different from ours. This is a focus for learning. We should be learning from one another
and particularly those who are different from us. Too often the ways we have been taught
have been framed by whiteness and we need to accept gladly that other cultures have
wisdom to share, and things to teach us.

As an example, | had a mother with her two children and her mother all supporting one
another. The mother worked as a manager at a fast food restaurant, so the Grandmother
watched the children. Another case was of a two parent household with three children —
one of 19 who could no longer remain in the household because he was no longer a minor.
Most housing programs are based on a nuclear family, two parents and their minor children,
so these families did not qualify for most programs because they were a multi-generational
family and had adult children who were still in need of care.

| don’t know if this is a British value or a universal value, but in America self-determination,
making the decisions that you want to make for yourself, often comes from a toxic
individuality. But | have no place to tell an individual what they ought to do. There is no
place for an ‘I know what’s best for you’ attitude. We must not remove their autonomy so
as long as they are not being a risk to anyone else or to themselves, people should be
allowed to make their decisions. It may not always be what | think they should do with their
lives, but my role will be to allow them to make their decisions and then ask, OK, so now
what have you learnt from that.

As a Social Worker, from the moment | meet a person | am working towards termination. At
some point | will no longer be in their life. So it’s my role to teach them if they are in crisis
again, to help them problem solve and hopefully not to have to reach out to them again. So
| want to give them the opportunity to get all the things they need on their own. | am not
going to do it for them what they should do for themselves. But, on the other hand, if there
is a need they can’t meet | might step in to help, for example, making a doctor’s
appointment for them. But | have a principle and that is | don’t want to work harder than
my client! | will stand alongside them because | believe that everyone deserves to be
supported, so as long as a person is not a risk to me or to others | will support them. When |
was working in jail with people who had committed domestic violence and people who were
sex offenders we sometimes had to make certain constraints, but they deserve service just
like everyone else. | have to believe that no one is unable to be rehabilitated.

To help in hearing the wisdom of diverse communities, here is a list of other theologies that
come from marginalized people:



Liberation Theology - Gustavo Gutiérrez

Black Liberation Theology — James Cone

Womanist Theology — Jacquellyn Grant/Katie Cannon/Delores Williams
African Theology - John Mbiti/Mercy Oduyoye

Mujerista Theology - Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz

Queer Theology — Marcella Althaus-Reid/Patrick Cheng
Feminist Theology - Rosemary Radford Ruether/ Phyllis Trible
Native American Theology - George “Tink” Tinker

Asian Feminist Theology — Kwon Pui-lan/ Chung Hyun Kyung
Disability Theology - Nancy Eiesland/Deborah Beth Creamer
Dalit Theology - Monica Melancton

...and this is by no means an exhaustive list of resources

The Fourth Ethical Value: the Importance of Human Relationships

People are not meant to be on their own. We may think we can manage on our own, but
we can’t. People in relationships are vehicles of change.

Ethical Principal: Social Workers recognise the central importance of human relationships.

Social workers understand that relationships between and among people are an important
vehicle for change. Social workers engage people as partners in the helping process. Social
workers seek to strengthen relationships among people in a purposeful effort to promote,
restore, maintain, and enhance the well-being of individuals, families, social groups,
organizations, and communities.

A person is never just themselves. Here is a diagram of inter-personal relationships:

Chronosystem

simplypsychology.org



In order to help support a person you have to take all of these different things into account.
Christians say we are all one body. Church is a “third space.” The first is your home, the
second your work and the third where you meet with others in community. We in the
churches have something valuable to offer people who are experiencing loneliness. Again,
as a Social Worker I’'m only in a person’s life short term and that’s why | try to get people
connected to others.

The scripture | associate with this is Ecclesiastes 4.9-20 which states:

Two are better than one because they have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, one
will lift up the other, but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to
help. Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? And
though one might prevail against another, two will withstand one. A threefold cord is not

quickly broken.

It is clear that one person’s suffering affects the whole. If we are one body the community
and those within it are affected by the poisons created by racism, economic poverty,
homophobia and hatred. There is a kind of lie, that people live insular lives and that what
attacks my neighbour doesn’t have any impact on me. But | don’t think this is true because
of how interconnected we are with one another.

This is one of my favourite quotes from Lillia Watson and the “Aboriginal activists group
Queensland, 1970s”: ‘If you have come to help me you are wasting your time. If you have
come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together’. That
counters the paternalistic idea that we can go and ‘save’ another and emphasizes that we all
interconnected and we can learn from one another.

The next value is Integrity
The Ethical Value here is that Social Workers behave in a trustworthy manner.

Social workers are continually aware of the profession’s mission, values, ethical principles,
and ethical standards and practice in a manner consistent with them. Social workers should
take measures to care for themselves professionally and personally. Social workers act
honestly and responsibly and promote ethical practices on the part of the organizations with
which they are dffiliated.

Again, this means that we have to hold ourselves to the highest standards because we are
dealing with vulnerable people. The scripture | associate with this is Matthew 5.23-24:

So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister
has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled
to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.

Despite our best efforts to be the body of Christ here on earth, we have done harm. To be
trustworthy, we must seek to repair what we have broken, reconcile with those we have
harmed, and make steps towards restoration to right relationship. So as Social Workers we



have made decisions that adversely affect others based on the stereotypes and
prejudgments that are invasive in our society. One of the things we have done is to address
the harm that has been done to Indigenous People. From the mid-1700s, under the
‘Doctrine of Discovery’, Europeans were emboldened to take their land. Then from 1700s
into the early twentieth century Indian boarding schools were established to civilize and
assimilate the Native American children into Anglo-American culture. Churches and
religious groups were often involved and it resulted in the deaths of more than 1000
children due to malnutrition and illness. During the training we received from child
protection agencies we heard that some native tribes were childless because all the children
were removed for reasons of poverty, however, the same level of poverty in white
communities did not result in the same level of removals. So, acknowledging what we have
done to this population legislation has been brought in to try to rectify some of the harm
done. So efforts are made to enable indigenous people to meet and to reestablish the
culture and wisdom to which the white population does not have access.

The ELCA has passed a ‘Repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery’:

REPUDIATION OF THE DOCTRINE

OF D|SCOVERY Dﬁ By Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
’0 God's work. Our hands.

Social Policy Resolution

CA16.02.04

Resolved:

To receive with gratitude memorials from the Alaska, Northwest Washington, Montana, Southwest
California, Rocky Mountain, Eastern North Dakota, South Dakota, Minneapolis Area, Saint Paul Areaq,
Arkansas-Oklahoma, Northwest Wisconsin, East-Central Wisconsin, Indiana-Kentucky, Upstate New
York, Northwestern Pennsylvania, Metropolitan Washington, D.C., North Carolina and Southeastern
synods regarding the Repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery:

To repudiate explicitly and clearly the European-derived doctrine of discovery as an example of the
“improper mixing of the power of the church and the power of the sword" (Augsburg Confession,
Article XXVIII, Latin text), and to acknowledge and repent from this church's complicity in the evils of
colonialism in the Americas, which continue to harm tribal governments and individual tribal members;

To offer a statement of repentance and reconciliation to native nations in this country for damage
done in the name of Christianity;

To encourage the Office of the Presiding Bishop to plan an appropriate national ceremony of
repentance and reconciliation with tribal leaders, providing appropriate worship resources for similar
synodical and congregational observances with local tribal leaders, at such times and places as
are appropriate;

To direct the Domestic Mission unit, together with the American Indian and Alaska Native community
and ecumenical partners, to develop resources to educate members of the ELCA and the wider
community about the doctrine of discovery and its consequences for native peoples;

To direct the Domestic Mission unit to develop a strategy with the American Indian and Alaska
Native community during the next triennium to be referred to the Church Council for action,
including @ mechanism to grow the Native American Ministry Fund of the ELCA; and

To affirm that this church will eliminate the doctrine of discovery from its contemporary rhetoric
and programs, electing to practice accompaniment with native peoples instead of a missionary
endeavor to them, allowing these partnerships to mutually enrich indigenous communities and the



So we acknowledge that the churches have also been involved in the Transatlantic Slave
Trade, and violence towards women and children and the ELCA has published declarations
concerning anti-Semitism and the mal-treatment of people of African descent. We are very
concerned as to how restitution and reconciliation can be offered to many minority and
vulnerable groups. We are Resurrection People. In our sin, we have been a part of the
death dealing work of the world. May God’s resurrection power bring life where the world
has brought death.

The final value is COMPETENCE

The Ethical Principle is that Social Workers practice within their areas of competence and
develop and enhance their profession expertise.

Social workers continually strive to increase their professional knowledge and skills and to
apply them in practice. Social workers should aspire to contribute to the knowledge base of
the profession.

Finding a scripture which goes with competency was hard but | chose the end of Job 38.4-7:

“Where were you when | laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell me, if you have understanding.
Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it?
On what were its bases sunk,
or who laid its cornerstone
when the morning stars sang together
and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?

This reminds me that | am not God; | cannot be everything to everyone; | have limitations.
When | extend myself over my own limits | open myself to burn-out, and also harm to my
client. So it is important that | work within my scope of practice and, because we are part of
a bigger system, we are able to collaborate with others whose experience goes beyond our
own understanding. There are lots of things to learn so always be a student, and if there’s
something you don’t know find out about it!

Six Principles of Trauma-Informed Approaches

So that’s the end of the Social Worker’s Values but there’s one more thing | wanted to
throw in and that’s about trauma-informed services. The chart you can find on the last page
comes from the Substance-Abuse & Mental Health Service Administration, a USA Federal
Programme, and shows the Six Principles of Trauma-Informed Approaches.

Safety is essential for anyone coming to our service, Trustworthiness and Transparency is a
prerequisite of building trust. Peer Support is important because only people who have
lived experience can have understanding one with another. So in the programme |
managed | had people working with me who had experience of substance abuse because as
we were doing outreach to people they could connect with people in a way that | could not.



Collaboration and Mutuality is about making sure that the people you engaging with have
their voices heard, Empowerment, Voice and Choice involves recognising people’s
strengths and experiences and building upon them to promote recovery, and Cultural,
Historical and Gender Issues is about being responsive to an individual’s cultural needs and
addresses historical trauma.

Where the Church and my role as a Social Worker meet

| was asked where | saw Church and my role as a Social Worker the best and | think it was at
the Day Centre. It opened in 2016 from collaboration between Catholic, Methodist and
Lutheran congregations. The Catholic congregation wanted to better support homeless
people in their community, the Methodist congregation had a safe parking lot so people
who were sleeping in their cars could come and sleep in their parking lot where they
wouldn’t be harassed by the police and where they could feel a little bit of safety. Some
people like sleeping in their cars better than sleeping in shelters because it gives them more
privacy. The Lutheran congregation had a basement that they weren’t using. So the three
got together and on November 6th 2016 we opened five days a week providing a place for
families to stay until in the night shelter opened at 8pm and closed in the morning when the
parents went out for work and the children went to school. They needed a place in
between so | called it a living room for people who didn’t have one. We offer showers,
laundry, and a computer lab. We offered meals that were provided by volunteers who
came from the three congregations involved in it as well as people from the wider
community. This was on the east side of Seattle, which is where Microsoft is, so it’s often
thought of as a high income place but there’s lots of poverty there. The people who came
to the living room were mostly from the east side. About 10% of the families were single-
father families, and the rest were two-parent or single-parent (mother) families. They were
50/50 white people and people of colour. One of my roles was to create this space of
welcome especially for people in our society who are not welcomed. It was a place for them
literally and metaphorically to set down their burdens. One of the kids said that the
showers were magical because ‘the showers washed away their worries.” The Methodist
congregation that was involved with us had been discouraged because they were a smaller
and older congregation but | encouraged them by telling them, ‘You are doing the work of
God. You are offering assistance to people in need.” Too often we measure the churches by
membership numbers whereas | think they should be measured by the care they offer to
one another and particularly to the vulnerable. Whenever volunteers brought us dinner |
always encouraged them to stay and eat with us, to sit down at a table for staff and
volunteers and get to know their neighbours. This reminded me of Eucharist.

I'll end with this quotation from Barbara Brown Taylor’s book, ‘An Altar in the World: A
Geography of Faith’:

“The hardest spiritual work in the world is to love the neighbor as the self - to encounter
another human being not as someone you can use, change, fix, help, save, enroll, convince or
control, but simply as someone who can spring you from the prison of yourself, if you will
allow it.”
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