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Abstract

This manuscript is the first to consider the emergence of spirituality as a topic in Canadian social work scholarship and practice. A broad overview is provided of three time periods, beginning with the origins of the profession and ending with present-day considerations. These three periods are ones in which spirituality had/has strong influence in shaping practice, research and pedagogical discourses. First, we emphasize the overwhelming significance of spirituality to the early history of social work, prior to its emergence as a secular, professional discipline taught in university contexts. Second, we examine how spirituality continued to have a place within the writings of several major social work scholars in Canada, up to 1970 at which point spirituality seems to fade from scholarly social work literature. Third, spirituality re-emerged as a Canadian topic for research in the 1990s - at the beginning of the third millennium the spirituality and social work literature has emphasized three major themes: social justice work and community organizing; social work pedagogy; and social work practice. Finally, we briefly consider barriers to, and prospects for, the continued emergence of spiritually infused social work research and practice in Canada.

Spirituality as a guiding construct in the development of Canadian social work:

Past and present considerations

Introduction

Personal and professional values are integral to social work teaching and practice – for social work, perhaps more than many other professions. Caring and curing (1980), Knowing and caring (1982), The moral purposes of social work (1992), Values and ethics in social work (2005): These and other books provide ample evidence of the importance of values that underlie our profession. As Antle (2005, p.3) argued, the social work profession in Canada is “founded on a set of long-standing core ethical principles rooted in the humanitarian values that all people are intrinsically worthy and should share in the benefits and burdens of society”. However, the Canadian literature has only recently started to reconsider a historically important source of social work values-- spirituality -- as a vital source of scholarship and practice. We argue that spirituality has been a foundation and philosophical underpinning in the development of Canadian social work, and certainly poses challenges in the continued development of the profession. Indeed, the past 14 years have seen an emerging Canadian literature (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1996, 1999abc, 2000ab; Coates, 2003a; Coates & Graham, 2003a, 2004; Coates & McKay, 1995; Coholic, 2002, 2003ab; Csiernik & Adams, 2002; Graham, 1992, Graham & Bradshaw, 2000; Graham & Coates, 2005), which complements a more long-standing presence in American circles (Canda, 1988; Canda & Furman, 1999). However, no comprehensive assessment has ever been made of Canadian research on social work and spirituality, or of the factors involved in the re-emergence of spirituality within Canadian social work scholarly and professional communities. 


As a corrective, the present manuscript discusses first, an historical overview of the origins of Canadian social work in the pre-1970 period. This analysis emphasizes the overwhelming significance of spirituality to the early history of social work, prior to its emergence as a secular, professional discipline taught in university contexts. In comparison to its nineteenth century non-professional predecessor, spirituality in twentieth century social work was less overtly part of the discursive landscape. However it nonetheless continued to have a place within the writings of several major Canadian social work scholars prior to 1970. The two decades spanning the 1970’s and 1980’s saw little attention paid to spirituality and religion within helping discourses, which mirrored societal trends at large. For example, Bibby (1987, 2002) reported on the notable decline in church attendance and increasing secularization during this period. The two decades spanning the 1970s and 1980s are not addressed because this was a period in which little substantive writing occurred in the area of spirituality.1 Undoubtedly, American social work scholar Edward Canda’s seminal work from the mid 1980s to the present has provided a renewed interest in spirituality and social work, and within Canada in the early 1990s the Canadian field began to experience a renaissance.  Second, the paper describes Canadian scholarship on social work and spirituality since 1992, and the 2001 emergence of the Canadian Society for Spirituality and Social Work, a major venue for the encouragement and dissemination of spiritually-grounded social work scholarship and practice. The present paper is both analytical and critical. It is analytical, in that it is the first writing to provide intellectual coherence to the emergence, and present status, of spirituality in Canadian social work scholarship. It is critical, in that it celebrates both the recent emergence of spirituality in social work writing, and points out time periods when this fundamentally important area of concern bore little attention in mainstream social work scholarship, and outlines future challenges and directions. The overview approach that the present literature review takes is entirely in the tradition of social scientific and humanities scholarship as seen in historiographic articles (Berger, 1987; Graham, 1996), or in literature reviews appearing in such venues as Annual Review of Anthropology (Cf. Jackson & Warren, 2005). 

The Influence of Spirituality in Canadian Social Work’s Origins


The conventional interpretation of the rise of social work emphasizes a narrative of transformation from a nineteenth and earlier century tradition of sacred, non-professional volunteerism, low technique, and little established research, to the early twentieth century emergence of a profession that was secular, scientific, technical, and orientated to higher learning. This transition is said to have occurred in Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, and other, now OECD nations, where the social work profession first took root (Woodroffe, 1962; Lubove, 1965). Social work, like many disciplines of the early twentieth century, was thought to be part of the triumphant march of secular, technical progress, and human rationality. American social work pioneer Mary Richmond is proclaimed an exemplar of this emerging tradition. Her Social diagnosis (1917) and What is social casework? (1922) are seen as important markers in the discipline’s earliest transition to secular, technical prowess. However all is not as it first seems. Richmond, like virtually all of her contemporaries, interacted with clergy on a regular basis, and had a strong intellectual indebtedness to sacred, in her case, Protestant reference points. As Canadian scholar Joel Majonis (2004) convincingly argued, Richmond’s theory cannot be understood apart from the thinking of the Reverend Thomas Chalmers, a nineteenth century Presbyterian thinker who was an intellectual anchor to one of Richmond’s English charity organization mentors, Charles Stewart Loch.  


Canadian experiences were, in this sense, in close keeping with Richmond’s but also were unique to our context. For instance, in Canada there was a long tradition of responding to social need amongst Indigenous communities prior to European contact. That tradition, like the traditions that occurred on and after European contact, would have had groundings that we now understand to be “spiritual” in their relationship to self, a Higher Power(s), community, and, for some helpers too, the physical ecology (Miller, 2004).  Religion intersects with other areas of human relations, and was a tragic facet of colonialism from the time of European contact in the New World. Religion and spirituality have not always had a positive impact as religion played a significant role carrying out the government policy of the enfranchisement of Indigenous people.  Largely through their function in operating Residential Schools, churches of various Christian denominations, played a role in the destruction of culture and individual abuse that were a consequence of the enfranchisement policies (Miller, 2005, 2004, 1996).  Regrettably, church and state sponsored institutions attempted to inculcate predominantly Christian values and principles, and to encourage Aboriginal youth to turn away from Indigenous ways of knowing. 


Also, during the early period of New France, the seventeenth century nun Margeurite Bourgeois laid an institutional framework of Roman Catholic social concern that continued into our present century (Danylewycz, 1987). Finally, and with growing significance after 1850, there emerged a loose constituency of social work personnel, affiliated with religious traditions that were primarily Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Jewish; along with people committed to an emerging trade union movement, the emerging women’s movement, and immigrants. Thus, a diverse collection of actors laid the foundation of an emerging structure of institutional social care. Furthermore, depending on the province, this foundation was established firstly, among sectors most of which were either voluntary, attached to churches, industry or trade unions, or affiliated with a poor law tradition (Graham, Swift, & Delaney, 2003; Graham, 1995). As Graham (1992) contended, Canadian charitable personnel prior to 1900 had an orientation that could be highly oriented to religious traditions, that was steeped in religious nomenclature and theology, and that understood its mission in predominantly sacred terms (1992). Into the twentieth century, a secular orientation predominated - but never entirely. 


The welfare state, and social concern in Canada, was similarly influenced by religious conviction. The Women's Christian Temperance Union and the Young Women's Christian Association were international Protestant organizations, founded in Canada in the latter half of the nineteenth century to assert women's rights. The Social Gospel Movement, a loose coalition of Protestant clerics and laity emerged in Canada in the 1890s to apply social democratic Christian principles to prevailing public policy. In Quebec, the Semaines Sociales was a forum in which Roman Catholic clergy and laity likewise discussed social issues. The Social Services Council of Canada (established 1907) was the creation of a number of diverse representatives from the trade union movement, Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches, and others. Historians Michael Gauvreau and Nancy Christie see the rise of a twentieth century welfare state as the ultimate ascendance of a United Church theology (1996). The welfare state itself was highly indebted to a Canadian social democratic tradition, and here again, several Protestant clergy were important in the establishment and leadership of the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (renamed the New Democratic Party in 1961), a social democratic political party elected to national and provincial legislatures: Methodist cleric and party founder J.S. Woodsworth (1874-1942) and Baptist minister Tommy Douglas (1904-1986). Woodsworth’s famous 1911 My neighbor: a study of city conditions, a plea for social service captures a Social Gospel tradition perhaps as well as any other Canadian source. It is possible to argue that the welfare state owes much to faith traditions and that many of the country's oldest social service institutions have roots that are in some way associated with religious institutions or with personnel who were motivated by faith. 

Four Canadian Social Work Thinkers to 1970


Turning to Canadian social work itself, we see striking evidence of a persistence of spiritual grounding amongst major social work thinkers (Graham, 2002). Limits of space preclude a fulsome analysis but we will briefly examine four Canadian social work scholars who especially capture the enduring presence of spirituality in the twentieth century, prior to 1970. These four are described here because they capture major examples of Canadian social work scholars who were interested in spirituality. A rejoinder bears emphasis. The four are described because of their thoughtful writing, and enduring significance to social work scholarship. We note that each writer is male and white, which is not to suggest that people of other positionalities were not important. Indeed, future research and discourse merits greater insight into other writers, of diverse social locations that would include the voices of women, members of visible minority communities, and others that deserve further, more comprehensive treatment beyond the parameters of the present paper.  


The first is E.J. Urwick (1867-1945), director of the Department of Social Service at the University of Toronto (1927-1937). Born and raised in England, and with training in philosophy from Oxford University, Urwick was deeply influenced by Plato, the spiritual philosophy of the Vedanta, and a number of Indian writers and teachers, among them Vivekanananda, Sri Ramanathan, and Ananda Acharya. A prolific author, major works included A philosophy of social progress (1912), Luxury and waste of life (1906), The message of Plato (1920), The social good (1927), and the posthumous The values of life (1948); the latter-most work was based on lecture notes from undergraduate courses in social philosophy, in which social work students at the University of Toronto were enrolled (Graham, 2005a; Moffatt, 2001). His was a deep spirituality that embraced the world and others, in a unity that was highly indebted to Eastern mysticism, Plato, and the insistence on right living.  

Our next thinker, Charles Eric “Chick” Hendry (1903-1979) was entirely different from Urwick. A Canadian by birth, Hendry spent twenty years of his career in the United States, providing leadership in research, community organization, and senior management in a succession of jobs of increasing responsibility – all somehow linked to his earliest experiences with the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) in Canada. He held two masters degrees from Columbia University: One in religious education from Union Theological Seminary and the other in educational sociology from Teacher’s College, Columbia University. Recruited to the School of Social Work, University of Toronto, in 1946, Hendry succeeded Harry Morris Cassidy as Director of the School from 1951 until his 1969 retirement. Moreover he spent much of his boys' work career, and to a lesser extent his social work career that followed, preaching to Protestant congregations, and Hendry was an active member of the United Church of Canada throughout his adult life in this country (Graham, 1994). He considered professional life a sort of religious vocation anyway, and commented at age 70 that while never ordained, he also had "never left the ministry" (Hendry, 1974, p. 2). 


Finally, the two scholars completing our narrative are both Roman Catholic priests and social work educators. The Reverend Shaun Govenlock (1916- ) was born in Montreal where his mother administered the Welfare Bureau within the Montreal Catholic Charities system. Educated at l’Université de Montreal, where he learned French, and ordained in 1943, Govenlock was targeted to follow his mother as a welfare administrator.  However, after graduate training in social work at the Catholic University of America (MSc in social work, 1947), he was assigned to the assistant directorship of l’école de service social, which was laterally affiliated with l’Université de Montreal (where Govenlock became Director of l’école in 1962 and full professor in 1965). The Reverend Frank Swithun Bowers (1908-92) was an English-born, Roman Catholic priest who completed social work training at Columbia University in 1948, and the following year opened the first class at St. Patrick’s College, Ottawa where he was St. Patrick’s director until 1971.  In 1967 the School became affiliated with Carleton University and in 1972 moved to the Carleton campus. By the early 1950s, St. Patrick’s quickly had become one of Canada’s leading casework faculties (Gripton & Valentich, 2005). The author of over 30 journal articles, Bowers published several on religion and spirituality, and these merit particular attention. A 1954 treatise on human values and public welfare, expressed a commitment to holistic social work. “The religious and spiritual aspects of the human condition”, to Bowers, 

“cannot be overlooked. If you ignore an aspect that has meaning to him, and which because of his wholeness must, therefore, enter into his total pattern of functioning, you are no longer dealing with the human person who has sought your service, but a truncated creature of your own fashioning” (1954, p. 6). 


Like his counterpart in Holy Orders, Father Shaun Govenlock, Bowers was committed to an inclusive social work that did not lose its sense of tradition (Bowers, 1954, 1955, 1956, 1959, 1960; Govenlock, 1958, 1966). Indeed, as Bowers accurately asserted: “Religion and social work once walked very closely together.” There was much that could be done “to close the gap between them” and here, in “trying to bear active witness to the idea of a university which John Henry Newman envisaged”, Bowers hoped to “reunite things which were in the beginning joined together by God, and have been put asunder by man.” (1956, p. 4). Or as Govenlock wrote: “Among those for whom social work is more than a mere job…. there is a disquieting perception… that the best skills, techniques, and resources of our profession fall short, somewhere, of reaching the ultimate sources of man’s temporal distress and needfulness” (1958, p. 21). 


Bower’s impact, like that of Govenlock, Urwick and Hendry, is resonant. Compared to Bowers and Govenlock, Urwick and Hendry had a less explicitly religious and institutional frame of spirituality in their respective approaches to social work. But all four scholars were very important leaders of Canadian social work. Each was director of a major school for over a decade; each was well published and well regarded; and together, they represent a period in social work’s history from the 1930s to the early 1970s. Together, too, they represented major Canadian social work educators who would have appreciated the spiritual preconditions of social work, its historical record, and each, in their own way, personified a spirituality that had been long nurtured in their interior depths, and had been sustained in the profession. 

Social Work Scholarship 1990s to the present


Much changed in social work between the early 1970s and today. In the 1970s and 1980s there was little attention in the social work literature to spirituality.  This reflected a growing secularism in Canada as witnessed by a decline in church attendance (Bibby, 1987). Canadian social work scholarship at this time seemed preoccupied with theory development, notably poverty and other structural sources of social problems, and services to specific populations (Carniol, 1984,1987; Moreau, 1979; Mishra, 1984; Turner, 1979).  The early 1990s saw a re-emergence of spirituality and social work, and the growing consolidation, after 2001, of a group of scholars and practitioners committed to spirituality and the profession. Where the pre-1970 period provides evidence of some very high profile, high ranking leaders in social work scholarship with interests in religion and spirituality, or both – the post 1990 period sees an equally promising collection of scholars and practitioners committed to newer approaches to spirituality and social work. This more recent focus on spirituality reflects shifts in the scientific and academic communities, as well as global demographic and socio-cultural transitions that stress the importance of exploring spirituality in people’s lives (Ai, 2002; Monk-Turner, 2003).


The 1990s saw the gradual emergence of the topic amongst a small cadre of scholars, while the appearance of a critical mass of explicit discussions about spirituality in social work within Canadian publications and by Canadian authors, has been a phenomenon of the post-2000 period. Graham’s work, with international collaborator Alean Al-Krenawi, represents one of the 1990s earliest interests in spirituality - exploring social work knowledge related to Islamic theology and prayer, and spiritually grounded social service and mental health work with Arab and Bedouin-Arab communities in the Middle East (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1997a, 1997b, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2000a, 2000b; Graham & Al-Krenawi, 1996; Graham, in press a). Graham was also among a small group of social work scholars delving into the historical origins of spiritually or religiously based social work practice (Graham, 1992: Wills, 1994) and scholarship (Moffatt, 1994; Graham, 1994). McKay and Coates provided insight into the relationship among practitioners between spirituality and sympathy towards progressive social services (1995). Also in the 1990s, culture started to be explored as an element of practice in which the spiritual dimension should be recognized (Matsuoka & Sorenson, 1991; Saldov, 1991; Schwager et al., 1991). Indeed, some clients’ cultures are strongly linked with spiritual and religious worldviews, and this has consistently been a rationale for the inclusion of spirituality in social work. Other examples of Canadian contributions in this area include: Dei’s (1998) critique of development in Africa; Gold’s (1993) discussion of Jewish women; and examinations of social work with Aboriginal cultures in Canada (de Mello, 1992; Mandamin, 1994; Morrissette et al., 1993; Tester, 1994a).

A theoretical base that may have obvious links with the work in spirituality and social work is Aboriginal theory and practice (Nabigon & Mawhiney, 1996). In fact, a study regarding social work education in some Ontario universities, uncovered the importance of courses in Native Studies for students who were interested in spirituality (Coholic, in press). Also, it was reported that both students and educators believed that there was consistent demand for Aboriginal perspectives to be included in social work programs, and that courses in Native Studies had strong impact on students’ learning about spirituality, including their openness to incorporating it in their practice. This is an interesting finding and a unique one compared with much of the research in this area that has primarily been conducted in American universities (Kamya, 2000; Russel, 1998; Sheridan & Amato-von Hemert, 1999). Much more could be done to elaborate the relationship between social work and Aboriginal spiritualities, especially since spirituality plays a central role in the lives of many Indigenous people and their communities (see for example Graveline 1998; Hart, 2002;).  Some have argued that theoretical attention to spirituality and ecology have created a more welcoming context in which Indigenous voices can be heard (Coates et al, 2006; Gray et al, In press), keeping in mind of course, how social work has worked to oppress Aboriginal peoples in Canada.   
A 1990’s review of The Social Worker (now Canadian Social Work), and Canadian Social Work Review, demonstrates that although spirituality was not often the primary focus of discussion, it did infuse other various topics for discussion. The Social Worker published a special issue in 1996 on HIV/AIDS, which included several articles that incorporated spirituality as a relevant issue for both clients and caregivers [see (Cadell, 1996) for one example]. The topics of serious illness, death and dying are often inextricably linked with issues of spirituality for many clients and workers, given the subject matter and the need for people to make meaning of suffering. With regards to the process of making meaning, spirituality can be an integral aspect of how people make sense of events. Thus, if we ignore the spiritual dimension of people’s lives, we may be missing an opportunity to help people construct holistic narratives that accurately fit their experiences. Other Canadian contributions included new and more holistic practice paradigms (Gallant et al., 1998; Hodge, 1998; Kruger, 1999; Meier, 1997; Turner, 1983). Finally, a few Canadian texts such as Frank Turner’s Social Work Treatment also contained theoretical chapters that can be linked with spirituality, for instance, Aboriginal theory, existential social work, meditation, and transpersonal theory to name a few examples (Turner, 1996).  Social Work Practice: A Canadian Perspective (Turner 2002) included the first book chapter in a Canadian textbook (Drouin, 2002) to focus exclusively on spirituality.   Drouin (2002), while citing mostly American sources, reviewed the growing interest in spirituality in social work, and presented an overview of some of the issues surfacing as spirituality began its reemergence in social work practice.

The New Millennium and Spirituality


The new millennium saw discussions about spirituality by Canadian practitioners and academics really begin to emerge in an overt and burgeoning fashion. A major catalyst for this development was the 2001 creation of the Canadian Association for Spirituality and Social Work (now known as the Canadian Society for Spirituality and Social Work). Barbara Swartzentruber, an instructor of social work at Renison College, University of Waterloo, had contacted noted American scholar Edward Canda, inquiring about Canadian scholars who had interests in spirituality. Canda referred Swartzentruber (Barbara) to Professor John Graham of the University of Calgary. Graham knew of the work of two scholars at St. Thomas University, professors Brian Ouellette, the instructor of the first Canadian course on spirituality and social work, and John Coates, a researcher with interests in physical ecology. Together, the four co-founded the Canadian Society for Spirituality and Social Work (CSSSW), and secured funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council for a two-day conference which was held at the Faculty of Social Work, University of Toronto in conjunction with the annual conference of the Canadian Association of Schools of Social Work (CASSW).  Along with the more than expected attendance of over 100 participants, the quality of the workshops and papers was high.  Graham and Coates secured publication of a special edition based on this first conference, and this appeared as the inaugural edition of the University of Calgary’s recently launched on-line journal, 

Currents - New Scholarship in the Human Services (http://www.fsw.ucalgary.ca/currents).


Subsequent years’ conferences were held in conjunction with the CASSW in Winnipeg, Halifax, and London, precipitating the publication of special issues, co-edited by John Coates and John Graham (Coates & Graham, 2003a, 2004; Graham & Coates, 2005) and appearing in the peer-reviewed on-line journals, Currents - New Scholarship in the Human Services, which is a Canadian journal, and Critical Social Work (http://www.criticalsocialwork.com/), an international journal located in Canada since 2003. Currents 2002 special theme edition titled “Spiritual Diversity in Social Work” featured an invited paper by Edward Canda (2002), one of the most prolific American writers in this field, who discussed the American experience and examined the issue of internationalization. The 2003 and 2004 publication of the second special theme issues in Currents, “Spiritual Diversity in Social Work II”, saw contributions written exclusively by writers situated in Canada. A similar pattern is evident in the special edition of Critical Social Work 2005,(6) 2 which included six Canadian articles, two international contributions, and one American paper. Of note is that four of the six Canadian papers were written by practitioners, which demonstrates the influence that practice issues and practitioners have in developing this emergent body of knowledge. The Canadian Society for Spirituality and Social Work’s annual conferences has also had papers in French. A most encouraging further development is the upcoming special theme issue (not associated with the conference) of Reflets, a French language journal based at Laurentian University, which is scheduled to appear in 2006. The scholarly contributions arising from the CASSW conferences are unique compared to the American experience. For example, while The Society for Spirituality and Social Work in the United States publishes the peer-reviewed, Spirituality and Social Work Forum, their conferences have tended to focus more on experiential workshops than research and theoretical developments. 2 

From 2000 onwards, the topics examined by Canadian contributors can be grouped into three broad themes: Social justice work and community organizing, social work pedagogy, and social work practice which includes historical analyses of the profession and early workers. To turn to the first area, social justice, the ability to conduct and sustain social justice work was discussed by Nash and Stewart (2005) as being strengthened by spiritual awareness. Social justice work has also been inextricably linked with ecological movements and specifically deep ecology by Coates (2003b, 2004), and Ungar (2003). This latter article also has a direct connection with practice in that the author used the concept of deep ecology to explain how at-risk populations taking part in outdoor programming can be best helped to develop in their own environments. 


One area of social justice meriting particular attention is physical ecology (Coates, 2003a, 2004; Tester, 1994b; Zapf, 2005). Critical Social Work featured a special edition (2003, Vol.4, #1) on ecological concerns, reflecting social work’s slow but growing awareness of environmental concerns.  Spirituality and ecology emphasize alternative worldviews based upon an expanded understanding of person-in-environment, which assume interdependence, relatedness with each other and the Earth, the essentialness of place, and the importance of the sacred in our lives. This broader framework enables social work to more easily embrace a focus on well-being, as opposed to exclusively problem solving, and to discuss the more ultimate sources of meaning in people’s lives. Furthermore, the beliefs of an eco-spiritual perspective are more open to traditional and Indigenous forms of helping, and have created a welcoming and inclusive context enabling the celebration of diversity, and the sharing of knowledge (Coates, Gray & Hetherington, 2006; Gray, Coates & Hetherington, in press); culture may become an essential aspect of professional education and practice. As Coates (2003a) argued, this trend can have significant impact in shifting foundational beliefs and values away from their embeddedness in modern, Western, systems of belief.  


Certainly, social justice activities can be in strong harmony with community organizing. Todd’s (2004) contribution examined how feminist community organizers’ narratives about their secular work were actually intertwined with spiritual and religious stories. Thus, a commitment to social justice and organizing practices may be informed by religious affiliation and/or spiritualities. The concept of spirituality is sometimes criticized as being too focused on individualistic concerns. Clearly, these contributions demonstrate that spirituality does permeate social justice work and the narratives of practitioners and organizers in this field. Indeed, spirituality can help sustain social justice activity by giving a higher purpose to work that often comes into conflict with dominant and mainstream paradigms and ideologies.


Social work pedagogy has been another area targeted by Canadian social workers. Coholic (2003b) wrote about how student desires and needs, coupled with the issues clients bring to practice, encourage us to make room for discussions about spirituality in social work education. While some educators remain wary of the underdeveloped knowledge in this area, others recognize the importance of integrating spirituality into teaching practices. For example, Clews (2004) presented examples of assignments that could be used to help integrate spirituality into an undergraduate curriculum. As an Aboriginal woman, Baskin (2002) questioned how the spiritual dimension of life can even be separated from the activities of social work practice and education, as spirituality is equated with human existence. Csiernik and Adams (2002, 2003) found that social work education in general had an impact on students’ spiritual development, and that spirituality was identified as more important for social work students compared to a control group of liberal arts students. Finally, Wong (2004), focusing on a critical social work pedagogy, described the use of mindfulness as a way of assisting students to learn through their feelings of discomfort. These studies along with numerous American publications concerning social work education, point to the importance of making room for spiritually-influenced discussions because many students will face these matters in the field, and spirituality can be an important aspect of a student’s growth and development as a practitioner. 

It makes sense that discussions concerning practice methods should constitute a large segment of the literature on spirituality and social work, given that the impetus to include spirituality in the profession derives from, in large part, social work’s practitioner base and client demands. This mirrors developments within the medical field and the increase in studies examining alternative health care practices, which are often based on spiritual world-views (Gaylord, 1999). Researchers at major universities in North America are studying connections between the mind, body and spirit due in part to the popularity and increased use of these practices (Clark, 1999; Koenig, George, Titus & Meador, 2004; Palmer, Katerndahl & Morgan-Kidd, 2004).     


Canadian contributions are numerous and varied. Coholic’s (2002, 2003a, 2005) publications included the development of practice principles, spiritually-influenced feminist practice, and investigations into the helpfulness of spiritually-influenced group work. Butot (2005) and Fardella (2005) examined the interplay between a critical social work practice and spirituality, while others explored the spiritual dimension of practice more generally (McKernan, 2005; Wagler-Martin, 2005), and within a postmodern context (Damianakis, 2001; Moules, 2000). Zapf’s (2005) work discussed the interconnections between spiritual transformation and people’s environments. Suicide was also a matter that begged an examination of spiritual concerns (Morin, 2004), as was clients’ cultures and religious perspectives (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 2003; Graham & Bradshaw, 2000) – a prominent theme in the 1990s literature, which was in line with social work’s developing emphasis on diversity and inclusivity. Related to these discussions about practice is work that considers the self-development of social workers and their opportunities for professional transformation within postmodern contexts; using interreligious dialogue (Baum, 2003; Beres, 2004; Gallant et al., 2005); as well as how social workers cope with and grow from their practice (Cadell et al., 2003; Coholic & Blackford, 2003). Finally, as with the 1990s period, historical analysis of spiritually-influenced helping and social work continued to be discussed (Graham, 2005b; Majonis, 2004; Moffatt & Irving, 2002). 

These practice-oriented papers represent a unique contribution on the global scene, and they are also consistent with the broader literature in this area, that is, much of the work examining the inclusion of spirituality in practice has relied on personal experiences, case studies, and survey research. However, there is a dearth of empirical practice research that investigates spiritually-influenced intervention methods and their influence on client change. To acknowledge the newness and limits of the current literature is not a criticism of it, or the type of knowledge it represents. Rather, this overview reflects the state of development in this field. We are at the point where more systematic investigation needs to occur regarding whether, in what situations, and to what extent, attending to spirituality actually improves client outcomes (Ai, 2002), not just in social work but across helping professions.

Conclusion

Although the emergent scholarship in this field, and the demands of clients and practitioners, is moving us closer into mainstream social work, many researchers, students, and practitioners continue to worry that “their interest in spirituality has been ignored, marginalized and at times actively discouraged” (Coates & Graham 2003b).  The marginalization of spiritually-influenced helping continues for various reasons. For instance, some helping professionals are concerned with blurring professional and personal boundaries with clients. A lack of clarity surrounding definitions of spirituality and religion creates confusion and can lead to fears of proselytizing. Others are concerned about colleagues’ opinions regarding their work and worry that they will be viewed as unprofessional. Also, the lack of empirical knowledge in this emergent field and the reality that it is a new area of practice discourages professionals from integrating a spiritual dimension in their work – many are not aware of the burgeoning literature and developments in this area. Finally, the abstract and experiential nature of spirituality makes it difficult to study spiritually-influenced processes from the dominant positivist research paradigm. Graham has described spirituality as our profession’s last, and perhaps greatest, taboo (2002). However, a sustained and developing research agenda seems probable within contemporary social work given the continued growth of interest in this field, and the drive to include spirituality in social work by many practitioners and clients, whose spirituality and religion are essential aspects of their identity and are frequently reflected in their work and life experiences. Indeed, the attention to diversity, that postmodernism has brought, encourages social work to be able to effectively attend to multiple belief systems including spirituality, culture, and religion.  

 
Social work has been at the forefront of this shift towards more holistic ways of working with people - recently, even the business community (Wilber, 2000; Williams, 2003; Zsolnai, 2004), and health and medical researchers (Gilbert, 2002; Orchard, 2001; Shea, 2000) have turned their attention to studying spiritually-influenced practices. However, the complexities inherent in attending to a diversity of belief systems, has not been adequately addressed within the spirituality and social work literature. For just one example, we are at the beginning of analyzing how an anti-oppressive pedagogical approach can have the effect of silencing, marginalizing, and even excluding those whose values and beliefs do not fit within secular, anti-oppressive social work pedagogy, such as students with fundamentalist religious beliefs. At the same time, fundamentalist views can harm students and educators, and perpetuate patriarchal and heterosexist belief systems. Is this a reasonable limit on inclusivity? The prospect of negotiating fundamentalism raises questions that require a critical reflection on our own belief systems, a rethinking of social work anti-oppressive values and ethics, and a consideration of our role as educators within the academy (Todd & Coholic, in press). 


Certainly, given the emergent nature of this field, the options for future study and discussion are vast. And, as noted above, the inclusion of spirituality inevitably raises many queries and concerns that require debate. Other examples include the possible dangers of proselytizing when the realm of religion and spirituality is intentionally broached, and the possible ethical implications in the use of alternative therapies (such as meditation, yoga, body work, massage, and natural medicines) in social work practice. We believe that as Canadian society becomes increasingly diverse and the profession more sensitive and open to practicing social work in alternative ways and utilizing knowledge and interventions more consistent with local and Indigenous cultures, that we will be expected to work with various expressions of spirituality and its significance in the lives of people and communities. Thus, we will likely also need to examine the boundaries of our practices especially when we work with other professions who already attend to the spiritual dimension of people’s lives: Clergy, chaplains, and pastoral care and bereavement counsellors. 


Furthermore, there are also client populations that very much need to be addressed via empirical study in this field. For instance, spiritually-influenced practice with children has received little attention in the practice literature. This being said, some studies reported that spirituality was a resiliency factor in helping children cope with childhood abuse and homelessness (Kidd, 2003; Lindsey, Kurtz, Jarvis, Williams & Nackerud, 2000; Valentine & Feinauer, 1993), and that spiritual growth is significantly related to an adolescent’s initiative and responsibility for self-care (Callaghan, 2005). Findings such as these provide impetus for research in this area: If spirituality is an important factor in helping children cope with adverse life circumstances, it makes sense to study spiritually-sensitive helping with this client group. As Graham recently insisted, one of the best ways for the social work profession in North America to respond properly to a spiritual imperative is to move beyond its own geographically-bound anchors and to understand spirituality in international terms. Indeed, spirituality is a viable source of engaging with a recently rejuvenated movement to render social work relevant to the international communities in which it occurs in the effort to indigenize or localize social work’s knowledge base. Social work journals in the Global North therefore could usefully move beyond the topic of spirituality in strictly Northern terms, and encourage scholars in the Global South to publish in Northern journals on spirituality topics from a Global South perspective. There may be instances where scholars in the Global North could be invited to collaborate in that dissemination (Graham, in press b). Canadian scholars could play an important role in this imperative. 


This paper has demonstrated that Canadian social workers have made a unique contribution in the construction of knowledge in this emergent field. We must move to find further ways to appropriately re-connect the personal and professional domains (Lowenberg, 1988) in order to expand our understanding of the complexities of modern life; to be more inclusive of varying perspectives; and to be more open to helping people explore what provides meaning in their lives by way of narratives that best fit their experiences. The integration of spirituality into our contemporary knowledge base is vital as it assists us to work with increasingly diverse clients and communities.    
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1 Lyndall Demere Ph.D., in a personal communication (May 7, 2006), referred to her conversations at the First International Family Therapy Conference (Washington, DC, 1983/1984). Virginia Satir was asked to speak about the role of spirituality in her work but she declined - "She told me “No”, saying Milton Erickson started to tell these truths in his later years and was not well received. She feared her work would be seen as less valuable."
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 The Canadian and American societies have cooperated in planning the First North American Conference on Spirituality and Social Work for May 25-27, 2006 at Renison College, University of Waterloo.





