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A MEDLEY OF PRACTICE APPROACHES

Understanding the Life Issues of
Spiritually-Based Clients

by Dwain A. Pellebon & Stephen C. Anderson

Abstract

Understanding the meaning of life events from the perspective of a spiritually-based client is essential in sadal work practice. This
article discusses several life events that are likely experienced by dients with spiritual worldviews. The meaning of childbirth and the
perception of human nature provide insight into the family’s sodalization experience. In adolescence, sexuality and the potertial for
parental conflict emerge as issues that require a spiritually-sensitive approach. In adulthood, the spiritual reaiity has the most notable
impact on an individual's attitudes, behaviors, and the dedision-making process. Because spirituality operates similar to cultural reaiities,
the authors’ support the development of a knowledge base for working with dients who have a spiritual worldview.

THE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION HAS SHOWN a
growing interest in spiritualiry. Recent papers on spiritual
topics include spiritual and religious principles in soctal
work practice {Ballinger & War, 1996; Elhany,
McLaughlin, Brown, & Bertucci, 1996), the inclusion of
spiritualiry in human behavior and pracrice courses (Mar-
tn & Bailey, 1996; Thornton & Garrert, 1996; Russel &
Derezotes, 1996; Robbins, Canda, & Chartrerjee, 1996),
and the benefits of examining one’s own spurituality (Dud-
ley & Rice, 1996). Over the last decade, others have
looked at the contributions of religion to social work
(Canda, 1988, Siporin, 1986), the religious beliefs of so-
cial work educarors and practivoners (Bergin, 1991;
Derezotes, 1995; Sheridan, Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, &
Miller, 1992; Sheridan, Wilmer, & Atcheson, 1994), spir-
ituality in social work course content (Canda, 1989), and
religion in social work research (Faver, 1986) and have
engaged in debates about spirituality in social work (Cor-
nett, 1992; Hemert, 1994).

Despite this interest, minor artention has been paid to
the client’s spiritual perspective being a factor in pracuce.
Some articles have addressed spiriruality and religion in
the context of practice. Joseph (1987) examined life-func-
toning issues in a “life-cycle framework.” She pointed
out the need to consider spirituality but did not address
the need for a group-specific knowledge base. Serman-
beikian (1994) emphasized the need to integrate spirirual-

ity, but tradiuonal religions are downplayed in favor of a
broader view of spirituality. There 1s one text that is
specifically devoted to spirituality in social work pracuce
(Bullis, 1996), but a review of several practice texts using
the generalist model (Compton & Galaway, 1994; Hep-
worth & Larson, 1993; Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 1993)
show minimal attention to spirituality. In these texts, reli-
gion is briefly mentioned as part of the assessment pro-
cess, bur they do nor discuss how religion may impact the
client. DuBois and Miley (1996) provide more in-depth
coverage of this area as they address religious diversity
and its importance to practice. Their view reinforces the
authors’ position that religion and spirituality are salient
considerations for an accurate assessment of any client
systern. In many instances, failure to recognize the client’s
religious beliefs and pracrices and/or their “spiritual hurt-
ing” leads to premature or musapplied intervention plans.
To properly address spirituality in social work, the pro-
fession must focus on an understanding of salient lLife is-
sues when working with spiritually-based clients.

Defining Terms

Before discussing life issues related to spirirualicy, it
is important to define the terms, religion and spiritualizy.
Some clients consider spirituality to be different from re-
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