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Philadelphia and the surrounding
areas are in the throes of Pope-mania.
After a week of shuffling cars around,
closing roads and various other daunt-
ing logistics, the city greeted the pon-
tiff yesterday. He’s captured the pop-
ular imagination and has killer poll
numbers – a 70 percent approval rating,

with 86 percent of Catholics giving him the thumbs-
up. 

But what message is Pope Francis conveying? As
he made clear during his address to Congress on
Thursday, it’s a mixed bag for rich diversity of fam-
ilies existing today.

For those remarried after divorce, for single par-
ents, and for LGBT families the doctrine is the same 

Positive View

AP

Pope Francis delivers his speech as he leads an evening prayer service at St. Patrick's Cathedral on Thursday in New York.

The pope’s rich bag of

diversity for families

I am a scholar of families and family
change, and yet, even I am astounded by
the rapid transformations we have wit-
nessed over the last half-century in
American families. As our society diver-
sifies and becomes more racially, ethni-
cally and religiously complex, and as so-
cioeconomic disparities grow, we are

seeing more and more variations on “traditional” fam-
ily life. Single parent and dual-income families have be-
come the norm, and now are more common than the
once prevalent two-parent, single-earner households of
the mid-20th century. These changes are relevant be-
cause most of us will experience a multiplicity of fam-
ily types in our lifetimes. 

And yet, in the United States, families remain sym-

The pace of the modern

world pressures families

See FAMILIES, Page 27A

"We must get to

know people,

listen, expand the

circle of ideas."

POPE FRANCIS

See DIVERSITY, Page 27A
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as ever. Remarried people are living in
adulterous relationships. Kids are enti-
tled to a mother and a father. And gays
and lesbians shouldn’t even be sexually
active – let alone be raising children.
On other matters, too, the Pope hasn’t
budged from church teaching on the
ordination of women or on the use of
birth control as a way to limit the size
of families. Both are forbidden, and
Francis has said so.

He hasn’t said these things often,
though. Quite the contrary, early on in
his papacy he signaled his intention to
pivot away from hot-button social is-
sues, including LGBT rights and abor-
tion, saying: “It is not necessary to talk
about these issues all the time. The
dogmatic and moral teachings of the
church are not all equivalent.” 

Rather, Francis has chosen to em-
phasize issues that call the Catholic
Church back to its more progressive,
social justice leanings. And it’s this
emphasis that reflects a much more
positive view of the multiplicity of
families and the day-to-day struggles
that often commandeer their lives.
Through both his statements and his
actions, he’s demonstrated an under-
standing and commitment to the poor,
again and again. He’s been specific, and

provocative – everything from trickle-
down economics, to financial spec-
ulation, to youth unemployment has
engaged his attention and energy. 

Pope Francis has also decried envi-
ronmental destruction, linking it to
climate change and noting, correctly,
that the burdens of devastation fall
most heavily on the poor, especially in
developing countries. He’s called for
developed countries (including ours) to
develop more generous policies on
immigrants and refugees. He’s called
out weapons manufacturers, too, open-
ly wondering how they could call them-
selves Christians. Families destroyed
by natural disasters, sundered by re-
gional conflict, or devastated by gun
violence find an ally in this Pope.

Wherever one falls on the political
spectrum, then, it’s hard to be com-
pletely comfortable with the full range
of the messages Francis conveys. On
the left: Single parents struggling to
raise their kids don’t appreciate hear-
ing that they can’t do an adequate job
without a partner; and same-sex cou-
ples, having just won a long, sometimes
bitter, struggle for the right to marry
understandably criticize the conclusion
that they’re not supposed to be raising
kids together – a conclusion that, not
incidentally, isn’t supported by the
evidence.

But Pope Francis’ message is per-
haps even more challenging to those on
the right, particularly because it’s clear
these are the issues the pontiff cares

most about. One Congressman, Paul
Gosar of Arizona, even boycotted Fran-
cis’ address to Congress because of
anticipated statements about climate
change. Rick Santorum, the possibly
perennial presidential candidate, wants
the pope to focus on issues of “theology
and morality” rather than climate
change, which, according to Santorum,

isn’t our most pressing issue.
Santorum, though, is wrong twice.

As Pope Francis has made clear, cli-
mate change is a moral issue. There
can be few, if any, subjects more
fraught with moral implications: How
do we slow the changes that are already
happening, and causing human suf-
fering? How do we cope with the ques-
tions of how to allocate diminished
resources as natural disasters in-
crease? And in what condition will we
leave the planet to our descendants?
Why aren’t these issues our “most
pressing”? 

On balance, Pope Francis poses the
greater challenge to conservative, cap-
italistic orthodoxy than to the legal
structures that support multiply di-
verse families. Messaging and empha-
sis matter more than catechism, and
Francis’ reanimation of Catholicism’s
progressive strain comes at a partic-
ularly fraught historical moment: a
moment sensitive to inequality, worried
sick over the fate of the only planet
we’ve got, and eager for someone to
bind these issues together as this pope
has been able to do. 

As he’s said: “We must get to know
people, listen, expand the circle of
ideas.” Our elected leaders would do
well to heed this advice, as would we
all.

John Culhane is Distinguished Professor of Law and
Co-Director of the Family Health Law & Policy Institute at
Delaware Law School, and a contributing writer to Slate. 
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Thousands wave and cheer as Pope Francis
rolls by in his popemobile to speak at the
Independence Hall in Philadelphia on
Saturday.

bolic of stability in a rapidly changing
world. A recent Pew Research survey
indicated that 76 percent of Americans
believe that family is the central fea-
ture of their lives. And high-profile
working women such as Michelle Oba-
ma, Sheryl Sandberg and Hillary Clin-
ton consistently emphasize that despite
all their career achievements, their
families are their priority – that they
run home from work in order to share
dinners with children and spouses. A
recent AARP publication highlighted
the following quote from the actor Mi-
chael J. Fox: “Family is not an impor-
tant thing: It is everything.”

This rhetoric that emphasizes and
highlights family life hides the realities
of most Americans’ experiences. Today
in the United States, over 70 percent of
women with children under the age of
18 are in the paid labor force, and 40
percent are the primary or only bread-
winners in their families (in contrast to
11 percent in 1960). Moreover, multiple
recent studies indicate that young
working men are the most stressed
members of our society. As male in-
volvement in family life increases, now
younger men are expected to share in
the care and raising of children, often
creating dissonance between work
expectations and family life.

It is worth noting that work-family
balance concerns affect employees in
general, not just individuals with chil-
dren. For instance, the Families and
Work Institute reports that approxi-
mately one-third of employees say they
consistently have to choose between
advancing in their jobs or attending to
their family or personal lives, and one-
third will have dealt with elder-care for
a parent over the past year.

Creating even more pressure on
families is the fact that in an increas-
ingly globalized world, many working
women and men are continually at risk
of losing their jobs to downsizing, or to
individuals in other countries where
labor is cheaper. Balancing the de-
mands of work with family care and
relationship maintenance has become
for many Americans an almost impos-
sible quest. 

In spite of some of the fundamental
societal transformations that I de-
scribe, public policy and cultural ideas
about gender arrangements in families
have not kept up. Our workplaces, edu-
cational systems and social policies
have remained entrenched in the con-
ceptualization of a traditional family
form which includes a man and a wom-
an, one of whom is engaged in the paid
labor force and the other who is at

home taking care of household respon-
sibilities and the care of the young, the
sick, the disabled and the elderly. This
reliance on this model has created an
environment where despite knowledge
about the importance of work-life bal-
ance and proposed potential solutions,
very few policies and programs have
actually been instituted that help wom-
en and men as they negotiate their
work and familial responsibilities.

This scenario becomes even more
complex when we factor in social class.
Frequently in the U.S., the highest-paid
workers tend to receive the best bene-
fits packages (for instance, increased
workplace flexibility and paid family
leave) while the employees who may
have the greatest need for family-sup-
port assistance from their employers,
may be the least likely to receive them.
High-earning families are often faced
with intense work demands: one or both
parents frequently work very long
hours with little if any time off over the
course of a year. Their high incomes,
however, provide them with the re-
sources to pay others to take care of
their domestic responsibilities. Middle-
class families in the United States are
the ones facing rising job insecurities,

lowered earnings and virtually no assis-
tance from public programs. Further-
more, quality care for both children
and elders is so expensive that it is
increasingly out of their reach. Low-
income families have a different set of
challenges: they often are not able to
work enough hours, have little if any
control over the hours they do work,
and do not earn enough money to pro-
vide for their basic needs let alone
purchase care for their families. Those
with the least amount of money may be
eligible for public assistance programs
such as Early Head Start and subsi-
dized child care, which helps them as
they work at precarious jobs. However,
for all families along the socioeconomic
spectrum, the negotiation of work and
family responsibilities is exceedingly
complex.

Despite a great deal of research over
the last 20 years about the long-term
employment and social gains through
policies that facilitate the lives of work-
ing individuals with family responsibil-
ities, most U.S. employers have been
slow to institute family friendly pol-
icies and programs. Instead, many
employers and politicians contend that
policies such as work flexibility, job

sharing, paid leave and telecommuting
are associated with great economic
costs. In other words, they do not be-
lieve that instituting family friendly
policies is financially viable, and they
argue that this will instead reduce the
ability of the United States to stay eco-
nomically competitive in the global
arena. 

As we move further into the 21st
century, one serious challenge that we
face is for us to create a process that
allows individuals and families, em-
ployers and the government to engage
in a dialogue that is mutually bene-
ficial. We need to raise awareness that
in order to support families and create
a healthier society, we need to rethink
our work environments – for both wom-
en and men. We need to educate em-
ployers about the changes in contempo-
rary families, and we must alter the
fundamental assumption that employee
and employer interests are mutually
exclusive, and in opposition to one an-
other. We also must work to institute
policies that are more in keeping with
the social and family changes that we
are currently witnessing in our society.
If we truly believe that families matter,
then we need to be stringently advocat-
ing for policies such as paid parental
leave, a living wage and reasonable,
flexible work hours. We need to edu-
cate employers and the general public
that individuals who have satisfactory
family lives are more productive work-
ers and that this benefits society as a
whole.

Despite the current anxious public
discourse around family change, we
need to realize that families are not
disappearing. That said, families will
not revert back to a 1950s version of the
traditional breadwinner/homemaker
family. Instead, contemporary families
are adapting as a response to techno-
logical, ideological and societal
changes. As a wide spectrum of family
forms becomes the norm, and as wom-
en and men increasingly share econom-
ic and domestic responsibilities, we
need to find better ways to support
them in the 21st century. We need to
leave behind outdated notions about
how things “should be.” Instead, we
should restructure our workplaces, our
educational systems, our social service
programs and our policies to better
accommodate the changes that all
American families are dealing with
today. The changes we are witnessing
and experiencing are here to stay.

Bahira Trask is professor and chair
of the Department of Human Devel-
opment and Family Studies at the Uni-
versity of Delaware. An internationally
recognized scholar, she is a fellow of the
National Council on Family Relations
and a member of the United Nations
North American Expert Group on fam-
ily issues. 
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Family members of Michael Keating, 10, (bottom) react after Pope Francis left his Fiat and
greeted the group, blessing severely disable Michael during the Pope's arrival at Philadelphia
International Airport Saturday. The Keatings of Elverson, Pa., include (from left) Kristin
Keating, her mother-in-law Johanna Keating, twin sons Christopher (standing) and Michael (in
wheelchair) and daughter Katie.

The gathering in Phil-
adelphia Sunday, with
Pope Francis in atten-
dance, is the World Meet-
ing of Families 2015. The
meeting is held every
three years and is spon-

sored by the Vatican. Each meeting has
a theme that energizes the event, add-
ing depth to its meaning. This year, the
theme is “Love Is Our Mission: The
Family Fully Alive.”

Family life is the heart of our human
existence. 

We are born into a family of our own,

and we become part of the human fam-
ily, which consists of the world around
us. This family is to nourish, give
strength and help us to form our talents
and gifts, which make us unique in our
own mission. We who have been blessed
with a loving family will always trea-
sure that gift given to us by God. Our
world family reaches around the globe.
It consists of all nations and all peoples.
When part of the family hurts, we hurt.
What happens globally should affect us
locally.

As many of you know, it has been my
privilege to work with the homeless for
38 years with the Ministry of Caring.
When I started the shelter for homeless
women in 1977, many asked, “Who are
those women?” and I told them they’re

no different from us – they are various
ages, backgrounds and education. Some
even have higher degrees than us.
Some are doctors, lawyers and nurses. 

The only difference is that if any-
thing happened to us, financially or
otherwise, we have a family as our
safety net – they do not. You see, fam-
ilies give each other support during
good times and bad. We never outgrow
our family, or the need for their love. At
that moment, the family becomes fully
alive.

Pope Francis comes from Rome to
affirm the value that we should entrust
and safeguard not only our family, but
the family of humanity. 

We all know the pain of watching
families fall apart through alienation,

marital problems, the challenge of
raising children, disagreements (even
petty ones, at that) and other outside
forces that become destructive to the
life of a family. We need healing, unity
and reconciliation. Pope Francis meets
us in our brokenness and he has come
as a brother from afar to bridge the gap
of destruction that all families face. He
comes simply armed with prayer and
goodwill. It is for us to take heart and
once again treasure the family. 

We should esteem, above all, the
family that God has given us, and the
mission we have to do the maximum
good in the world.

Brother Ronald Giannone is the foun-
der and director of the Ministry of Car-
ing.

Let us learn to esteem – and treasure – the family
BROTHER RONALD
GIANNONE 
DELAWARE VOICE
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