
Pastor’s page: Pope Francis, the Christian Family, and the Latin Culture 

       For those of us who have been born and raised in the United States, North American 
culture and society has had a profound impact on us both consciously and unconsciously. 

      The Polish Catholic and Communist culture of his native land deeply affected Pope 
John Paul II. Pope Benedict XVI was formed in the Bavarian Catholic ethos of Southern 
Germany. Both experienced the rise to power of Hitler and the Nazi party, anti-Semitism, 
and the Holocaust’s impact on our understanding of God; and the free will of human 
beings. Their theology and understanding of God and the church were formed in this 
crucible. 

      Similarly, Pope Francis can be understood only in the Latino culture from which he 
emerges in Argentina. In the United States, we have great emphasis on rugged 
individualism. In the Hispanic culture, as in Mediterranean society generally, the 
fundamental unit of society is the group or family. Pope Francis, Jorge Bergoglio, matured 
in the context of the ethnic and cultural heritage that included both Italy, his parents’ place 
of birth, and the Argentina in which he was born. His identity because of this was 
intrinsically relational. It was always understood in the context of his family and his 
religion. 

         I came across a folk saying that reflects the Hispanic culture: “Tell me who you walk 
with and I’ll tell you who you are.” The US culture has a different message. The 
fundamental unit of our society is the individual. The rugged and egocentric individual 
who rises above all challenges is honored. My dad introduced me as an adolescent to 
Horatio Alger, an American writer from the 19th century whose numerous young adult 
novels were about overachievers; poor boys and their rise from humble families to lives of 
middle-class security (from rags to riches).  In the US we find ourselves, and we mature as 
individuals, by reaching a point of maturity and then leaving our family behind to discover 
our own abilities. Once we have enough strength to become independent, then we may 
freely associate with others for their benefit and for ours. We find intimacy once we have 
learned to be independent. The individual has priority over the family or group. 
Sociologists see this as an ‘egocentric contractual’ model. 

      I believe that this egocentric contractual model that is so built into our American 
society, has led to non-churchgoing Americans saying “I am spiritual and not religious.” 
This reflects a belief that the individual is paramount, and does not need a community to 
worship. Christianity emerged from an ancient Mediterranean cultural world where the 
family was critical for survival. 2000 years later, in the United States we leave our families 
to make our way in life. This American culture can subtly work in opposition to our 
membership in the body of Christ. Our Catholic faith is not about going it alone. We can 



only find salvation through Christ and his Body the church. The power of the Spirit is 
released when we pray together and work hard together as a family of believers.  

      The Hispanic culture (and our Pope Francis) has a much different emphasis then the 
US culture. Sociologists call it a ‘socio-centric organic’ model. Hispanic men and women 
understand themselves in a community. They find their identity by walking together. They 
are always embedded in their families throughout life. It is not surprising that Pope 
Francis speaks often of Christians walking together. 

       Pope Francis is a man of his culture, and his religion. Both have affected him 
profoundly. He is not an independent agent but an interdependent believer. He is always in 
his family (his family of origin, his South American family, his Jesuit family, his Catholic 
family). He does not try to live the gospel on his own, but in a family of faith. He is 
culturally and spiritually (as a Jesuit steeped in discernment of spirits) disposed to 
consultation; seeing others as his coworkers and collaborators. It is in the community that 
the Holy Spirit is most present. “Where two or more are gathered in my name, there am I in 
their midst.” 

“I am the vine, you are the branches. Apart from me you can do nothing.” 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 


