HERMENEUTICAL SKILLS

1. Introduction and Rationale

As Claretian Missionaries, we are called to proclaim the Word of God in ever-changing times,
cultures, and circumstances. Every day we encounter people whose questions, struggles, hopes, and
ways of understanding life are different from our own. To respond faithfully, it is not enough simply
to know the words of Scripture or the teachings of the Church. We must also learn how to understand
them deeply, interpret them wisely, and communicate them in ways that bring light, hope, and
transformation to people’s lives.

This is the task of hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is the art and discipline of interpretation. It
helps us discover the meaning of texts, events, experiences, and human realities by reading them
carefully, respectfully, and in their proper context. For a missionary, hermeneutics is much more than
a method for studying the Bible. It is a way of listening—to God speaking in Scripture, to the Church’s
living tradition, to the experiences of people, to different cultures, and to the signs of the times. It
enables us to recognise how God continues to reveal His presence and invite His people to conversion
and mission.

Missionary life constantly requires interpretation. A preacher interprets the Scriptures before
proclaiming them. A formator interprets the experiences and growth of a formandus. A pastoral
worker interprets the needs of a community. A missionary living in another culture seeks to
understand unfamiliar customs, values, and ways of thinking. Every important pastoral decision
involves reading reality in the light of faith. Without sound hermeneutical skills, there is a risk of
misunderstanding Scripture, judging situations superficially, or applying the Gospel in ways that fail
to respect either its original meaning or the realities of people’s lives.

St. Anthony Mary Claret offers a beautiful example of this attitude. He was not merely a
preacher of biblical texts but a man who listened attentively to both the Word of God and the cries of
the people. He constantly sought to understand what God was asking of him in the concrete
circumstances of his time and responded with remarkable creativity, courage, and missionary zeal.
His example reminds us that authentic interpretation always leads to generous action in service of the
Gospel.

For this reason, hermeneutical competence is an essential part of Claretian formation. It forms
missionaries who are capable of listening before speaking, understanding before judging, discerning
before acting, and proclaiming the Gospel with wisdom, compassion, and credibility. Such
missionaries learn not only to interpret biblical texts but also to interpret human experiences,
community life, cultural realities, and historical events in the light of faith.

This module introduces the fundamental principles and practical skills of hermeneutical
interpretation in a simple and formation-oriented manner. It aims to help Formandi develop habits of
attentive reading, critical reflection, spiritual discernment, and responsible communication.
Throughout the module, the emphasis is not merely on acquiring theoretical knowledge but on
cultivating a way of thinking and living that allows the Word of God to shape one’s heart, guide one’s
discernment, and inspire one’s missionary service.

The ultimate goal of hermeneutical formation is not simply to produce competent interpreters
of texts, but faithful disciples who allow the Gospel to interpret their own lives. As we learn to read
Scripture and reality with greater attentiveness and humility, we become better equipped to proclaim
Christ in today’s world and to accompany others on their journey of faith. In this way, hermeneutical
skills become an indispensable part of the Claretian vocation to be "listeners and servants of the
Word," capable of discerning God’s voice and responding generously wherever the mission calls.



2. Hermeneutics in the Claretian Vision

In the Claretian tradition, hermeneutical skills are always mission-oriented. St. Anthony

Mary Claret listened attentively to the Word of God and to the cries of the people of his time,
interpreting both in the light of the Gospel. Hermeneutics therefore serves:

o Faithful proclamation of the Word

e Discernment of God’s action in history

o Dialogue between Gospel and cultures

e Prophetic reading of social and ecclesial realities

o Integration of Scripture, charism, and mission

Hermeneutical competence enables the Claretian missionary to “listen to God in events” and
to respond creatively and responsibly to concrete situations.

3. What Are Hermeneutical Skills?

Hermeneutical skills are the human, intellectual, and spiritual capacities that enable a
person to understand, interpret, and communicate meaning responsibly. They are not limited to
technical analysis or academic methods, but involve a way of engaging texts, experiences, and
realities with attentiveness, critical awareness, and faith-filled discernment.

Hermeneutical skills recognize that meaning is never simply given or self-evident. Meaning
is mediated—through language, symbols, history, culture, and human experience—and therefore
requires interpretation. To interpret well is to assume responsibility for how meaning is understood,
transmitted, and lived. These skills engage the whole person:

o the intellect, which seeks understanding and coherence;

o faith, which trusts that God speaks through human words and events;

e experience, which shapes perception and questions;

o moral responsibility, which acknowledges that interpretation has consequences for belief,
action, and mission.

Understanding How Meaning Is Conveyed

Hermeneutical skills begin with an awareness that meaning is conveyed not only through
literal statements, but also through language, symbols, metaphors, narratives, and rhetorical
forms. Texts—especially biblical and theological texts—do not function like technical manuals. They
speak through story, poetry, image, paradox, and proclamation. To interpret well, the formator and
formandus learn to:

e Respect symbolic and metaphorical language

e Recognize narrative logic rather than forcing abstract conclusions

o Attend to tone, structure, and intention

e Avoid reducing rich language to simplistic or purely literal meanings

This sensitivity allows the interpreter to receive meaning as it is given, rather than reshaping
it according to personal preferences.

Interpreting Within Context

Hermeneutical skills require careful attention to context. No text or event can be understood
in isolation. Meaning emerges from the interaction of multiple contexts:
o Historical (time, place, social situation)
e Cultural (values, worldviews, symbols)
o Literary (genre, structure, audience)



e Canonical and ecclesial (tradition, faith community)

Ignoring context leads either to fundamentalism (freezing meaning in the past) or
arbitrariness (making meaning say whatever the interpreter wants). Contextual interpretation allows
meaning to be faithful to origins and relevant to the present.

Recognizing the Role of the Interpreter

Hermeneutical maturity includes awareness that the interpreter is never neutral. Every
reader brings presuppositions, experiences, questions, cultural assumptions, and faith commitments
to the act of interpretation. Hermeneutical skills therefore involve:

o Identifying one’s own assumptions and biases

e Recognizing how personal history shapes understanding
o Allowing the text or reality to challenge the interpreter

o Remaining open to correction and growth

This self-awareness does not weaken interpretation; it purifies and deepens it, transforming
interpretation into a dialogical encounter rather than an act of control.

Bridging Past Meaning and Present Relevance

One of the most demanding hermeneutical tasks is to bridge the distance between the past
and the present. Sacred Scripture and tradition emerge from historical contexts different from our
own, yet they are proclaimed as living and authoritative today. Hermeneutical skills make it possible
to:

e Respect historical meaning without imprisoning it in the past

e Avoid projecting contemporary concerns uncritically onto the text
e Discern how enduring truth speaks anew in changing situations

o Translate meaning into language and practice accessible today

This bridging work is essential for preaching, teaching, pastoral ministry, and mission.
Discernment of Truth, Not Merely Information

Hermeneutics ultimately serves truth, not simply information. Information answers the
question what does the text say? Hermeneutical discernment goes further and asks:
e What truth is being communicated here?
o How does this truth address life, faith, and action?
e What response is being invited?

In Christian and Claretian formation, interpretation is inseparable from discernment.
Meaning is received not only to be known, but to be lived, embodied, and proclaimed.

Hermeneutics as a Way of Understanding

Hermeneutics is therefore not just a method applied occasionally, but a habit of
understanding. It shapes how one listens, reads, reflects, dialogues, and decides. It concerns how
understanding happens, not only what is understood. For Claretian Missionaries, hermeneutical
skills form interpreters of:

e the Word of God,
o the cries and hopes of people,
o the signs of the times,



o and the movements of the Spirit in history.

In this sense, hermeneutical skills are foundational for a missionary life that seeks to listen
deeply, discern wisely, and respond faithfully.

4. The Necessity of Hermeneutics in Formation

Hermeneutics becomes necessary when:
o The original context of a text or event is distant from the present
o Language, symbols, or cultural references are no longer self-evident
e Multiple interpretations compete for authority
e Scripture is used to justify conflicting positions
Without sound hermeneutical formation, there is a risk of:
e Fundamentalism or literalism
e Arbitrary or ideological interpretations
e Projection of personal opinions onto Scripture
o Separation of biblical meaning from lived faith
Hermeneutical skills help ensure that interpretation remains faithful, reasonable, and life-giving.

5. Object and Scope of Hermeneutics
Object of Hermeneutics

The material object of hermeneutics is the text or reality to be interpreted—Scripture,

tradition, historical events, cultural expressions, or lived experience.
The formal object of hermeneutics is the meaning intended and mediated, discerned through
language, context, and purpose. In biblical hermeneutics, this includes:

e The human author’s expression

o The historical and literary context

o The inspired character of Scripture

e The faith and tradition of the Church

6. Fundamental Principles of Hermeneutical Interpretation
6.1 Primacy of Context

No text or event can be understood in isolation. Hermeneutical interpretation requires
attention to:
o Literary context (genre, structure, rhetoric)
o Historical and cultural context
o Immediate and broader canonical context
A meaning that contradicts context cannot be considered authentic.

6.2 Language as Mediation of Meaning

Language is not a neutral container of ideas. Words, symbols, and narratives mediate meaning
shaped by time, culture, and intention. Hermeneutical skills train Formandi to respect:
e Grammatical and philological dimensions
e Symbolic and metaphorical language
e Narrative and rhetorical strategies



6.3 Role of the Interpreter

Understanding is not passive reception but dialogical engagement. The interpreter brings:
e Personal history and experience
e Cultural horizon
e Faith commitments
e Questions and expectations

Hermeneutical maturity requires awareness of these presuppositions and willingness to let
them be questioned by the text.

6.4 The Hermeneutical Circle

Understanding unfolds through a dynamic movement between:
e Part and whole
o Text and context
e Past meaning and present situation
e Question and response

This circular process is not a vicious circle, but a path of deepening understanding.
7. Literal Sense and Living Meaning

Hermeneutical formation affirms the importance of the literal sense—what the text truly
says—but understands it as richer than mere historical reconstruction. The literal sense includes:
e The meaning expressed in the text
o Its theological and spiritual depth
e Its capacity to address new contexts

Thus, interpretation seeks not only what the text meant, but what it truly says today, in
continuity with faith and tradition.

8. Hermeneutics, Faith, and the Church

In Christian and Claretian formation, hermeneutics is practiced within the believing
community. Scripture is interpreted:
e In the light of faith
o Within the living tradition of the Church
e In dialogue with the Magisterium
e For the life and mission of the People of God

This ecclesial dimension safeguards interpretation from individualism and arbitrariness while
preserving responsible freedom.

9. Core Hermeneutical Skills to Be Developed

Hermeneutical skills are not acquired all at once. They are gradually formed through
practice, accompaniment, and reflection, enabling Formandi to move from naive reading to mature,
responsible interpretation. Each skill contributes to forming missionaries who can listen deeply,
interpret wisely, and communicate the Gospel faithfully.



9.1. Contextual Reading and Analysis

Formandi are trained to read texts and situations within their proper contexts, recognizing
that meaning emerges from a network of relationships rather than isolated statements. This skill
involves:

o Identifying historical, cultural, and social settings

o Attending to immediate literary context and broader canonical context
o Understanding the situation that gave rise to the text or event

e Recognizing how context shapes meaning and limits interpretation

Contextual reading guards against proof-texting and selective interpretation, fostering
interpretations that are faithful, balanced, and credible.

9.2. Discernment of Genre and Intention

Different texts communicate meaning in different ways. Hermeneutical maturity requires the
ability to discern literary genre and communicative intention. Formandi learn to:
o Distinguish narrative, poetry, prophecy, parable, law, exhortation, and apocalyptic
e Recognize the purpose of the text: proclamation, exhortation, consolation, instruction, or
critique
e Avoid treating symbolic or poetic language as literal description
e Respect the intention of the text without reducing it to author psychology

This discernment allows interpretation to follow the logic of the text itself, rather than
imposing inappropriate expectations.

9.3. Recognition of Symbolism and Metaphor

Much of biblical and theological language is symbolic and metaphorical. Symbols do not
obscure meaning; they deepen it by opening multiple levels of understanding. Formandi are trained
to:

o Identify symbolic language and imagery

e Appreciate metaphor as a way of expressing mystery

o Resist the temptation to flatten symbols into literalism

o Explore how symbols shape imagination, faith, and action

This skill forms interpreters who are sensitive to the depth and richness of revelation,
capable of engaging both intellect and imagination.

9.4. Integration of Historical-Critical Insights with Theological Meaning

Hermeneutical competence requires integrating scholarly tools with faith-based
interpretation. Historical-critical methods help clarify origin and development, but they do not
exhaust meaning. Formandi learn to:

o Use historical-critical insights responsibly

e Avoid reducing Scripture to historical data alone

e Recognize theological, spiritual, and kerygmatic dimensions
o Hold together academic rigor and faith commitment

This integration ensures interpretation that is both intellectually honest and spiritually
nourishing.



9.5. Relating Scripture to Contemporary Experience

Hermeneutics is incomplete if it remains confined to the past. Formandi are trained to relate
Scripture to contemporary life, culture, and mission without distorting its meaning. This involves:
o Identifying enduring truths within historical expressions
e Discerning how the Word addresses present realities
e Avoiding both forced application and irrelevant abstraction
e Allowing Scripture to question personal and cultural assumptions

This skill is essential for preaching, pastoral ministry, and missionary discernment.
9.6. Communicating Interpreted Meaning Clearly and Responsibly

Interpretation carries responsibility. Meaning once discerned must be communicated clearly,
faithfully, and pastorally. Formandi are trained to:
o Distinguish between interpretation and personal opinion
o Communicate insights in accessible language
o Respect the diversity of listeners and contexts
e Avoid manipulative or ideological use of Scripture

Clear and responsible communication ensures that interpretation serves truth, communion,
and mission, rather than confusion or division.

Concluding Integration: Together, these hermeneutical skills form missionaries who are not only
readers of texts, but interpreters of life and mission. They enable Claretian Missionaries to proclaim
the Word with depth, discernment, and credibility, reading Scripture and reality in a way that is
faithful to the Gospel, attentive to context, and responsive to the needs of the world.

10. Learning Hermeneutics Through Practice: A Worked Example

Learning about hermeneutics i1s much like learning to accompany another person, to preach,
or to pray. Reading books and understanding principles provide an important foundation, but genuine
competence develops only through regular practice. A missionary gradually learns to interpret the
Word of God by engaging with it prayerfully, thoughtfully, and consistently, allowing it to illuminate
both personal life and missionary service.

For this reason, every formandus should move beyond simply asking, "What does this passage
say?" to deeper questions such as: "What did this text mean to its first hearers? What is God revealing
through it? How does it challenge me today? How does it shape my way of thinking, praying, relating
to others, and carrying out my mission?" These questions cultivate the habit of listening attentively
before speaking, understanding before judging, and discerning before acting.

The following example is intended to demonstrate how the hermeneutical principles presented
in this module can be applied in a practical and integrated way. It is not meant to be the only correct
interpretation of the passage, nor a rigid method that must always be followed step by step. Rather, it
serves as a model of responsible interpretation, showing how historical context, literary form,
theological reflection, personal conversion, ecclesial faith, and missionary application can come
together in a unified process.

As you work through this example, pay attention not only to the conclusions that are reached
but also to the questions that are asked and the journey from observation to understanding, from
understanding to discernment, and from discernment to concrete action. This movement lies at the
heart of authentic hermeneutics. The ultimate purpose is not merely to explain the Word of God but
to allow the Word to transform the interpreter into a faithful disciple and a credible missionary.



A Practical Example: Luke 10:25-37 — The Parable of the Good Samaritan

The Parable of the Good Samaritan is one of the best-known passages in the Gospel, yet its
message is often reduced to the simple instruction, "Be kind to others." A careful hermeneutical
reading reveals a much richer invitation. It challenges our assumptions, broadens our understanding
of God’s mercy, and calls us to become compassionate missionaries. The following steps illustrate
how the principles of hermeneutics can guide our reading.

Step 1. Begin by Listening to the Text

Hermeneutical reading begins with attentive listening. Before asking what the passage means,
we first allow it to speak.

Read the passage slowly several times. Notice the conversation between Jesus and the lawyer,
the wounded traveller, the priest, the Levite, the Samaritan, and finally Jesus’ command: "Go and do
likewise."”

Rather than rushing to explanations, simply observe. Ask yourself:

e Which word or phrase captures my attention?
e What surprises or disturbs me?
o What questions naturally arise as I read?

Patient listening prevents us from imposing our own ideas on the text.
Step 2. Explore the Context

Every biblical passage was written within a particular historical and cultural setting.
Understanding that setting helps us appreciate its original meaning.

In Jesus’ time, Jews and Samaritans had a long history of mutual hostility. Hearing a Samaritan
presented as the hero of the story would have shocked Jesus’ audience. Likewise, the road from
Jerusalem to Jericho was known as a dangerous route where robberies frequently occurred.

Knowing these details helps us understand why Jesus’ listeners would have found this parable
both surprising and challenging.

Step 3. Recognise the Literary Form

This passage is a parable, not a historical report. Jesus tells a story to reveal a deeper truth
about God’s Kingdom.

Instead of asking, "Did this really happen?" the more important question becomes: "What
truth is Jesus inviting us to discover through this story?"

Recognising literary genre helps us avoid a purely literal reading while remaining faithful to
the message of the Gospel.

Step 4. Notice the Symbols and Images

Jesus teaches through vivid images that engage both the mind and the heart. The road
represents the journey of human life. The wounded traveller reflects the vulnerability shared by every
human person. The oil and wine become signs of healing and compassionate care. The inn represents
a place where wounded people are welcomed and restored.

These images invite us to look beyond the surface of the story and discover its deeper spiritual
meaning.



Step 5. Discover the Central Message

The lawyer asks Jesus, "Who is my neighbour?"

Jesus quietly transforms the question.

Instead of defining who deserves our love, He asks what it means to become a neighbour
ourselves.

The focus of the parable is therefore not on identifying the right people to love but on
becoming a person whose heart is open to everyone, especially those in need.

Step 6. Reflect on Yourself as the Interpreter

Every reader approaches Scripture with personal experiences, expectations, and unconscious
assumptions.

Some readers naturally identify with the Samaritan, others with the wounded traveller, while
still others may recognise themselves in the priest or the Levite who passed by. A mature interpreter
asks:

e Which character do I identify with most?
e Why do I react this way?
e What might the Lord be revealing about my own attitudes?

Allowing the text to question us is an essential part of hermeneutical growth.
Step 7. Read the Passage Within the Faith of the Church

Scripture is never interpreted in isolation. The Church has always understood this parable as
a powerful invitation to universal charity, compassionate service, and imitation of Christ Himself.

Reading within the living tradition of the Church protects us from reducing the passage to
merely personal opinions or private interpretations.

Step 8. Bring the Gospel into Today’s World

A faithful interpretation always asks how the Word of God speaks to present realities without
losing its original meaning. For missionaries, questions such as these become important:
e  Who are the wounded people we encounter today?
e Who are the people whom society ignores or excludes?
o What prejudices prevent us from recognising our neighbour?
e How can our communities become places of healing and hope?

The Gospel becomes alive when it shapes the way we see and respond to people today.
Step 9. Reading the Passage in the Claretian Spirit

As Claretian Missionaries, we naturally ask how this Gospel illuminates our vocation.

This parable reminds us that mission begins with compassionate presence before it becomes
proclamation. Evangelisation is not limited to preaching but includes healing wounds, crossing
barriers, welcoming the excluded, and making God’s mercy visible through concrete actions.

Like St. Anthony Mary Claret, we are called to listen attentively to the cries of people and
respond generously with the compassion of Christ.



Step 10. From Interpretation to Life

The purpose of hermeneutics is not simply to understand Scripture but to allow Scripture to
transform our lives.

Personal Reflection

Take a few moments of prayer and ask:
e Which character best reflects my life today?
e What attitudes need conversion?
e Where is God inviting me to become a more compassionate neighbour?

Community Reflection

Share together:
e Who are the "wounded travellers" in our community or apostolate?
e What attitudes prevent us from responding with generosity?
e How can our community become more welcoming and healing?

Missionary Practice

Choose one concrete act of compassionate service during the coming week. Afterwards,
reflect personally or with your formator:
e What did I experience?
o How did this Gospel influence my actions?
e What new insight about Christ and mission have I discovered?

What This Example Teaches

This example demonstrates that authentic hermeneutics is much more than analysing a biblical
text or explaining its historical background. It is a way of encountering God, listening with an open
heart, and allowing the Gospel to illuminate every aspect of life and mission. A mature interpreter
seeks not only to understand what Scripture once meant but also to discover how the same Word
continues to speak today through the life of the Church, the realities of the world, and the concrete
experiences of God’s people.

As you continue your formation, make it a habit to approach every passage of Scripture with
patience, humility, and openness. Resist the temptation to search immediately for quick answers or
ready-made applications. Instead, allow the text to challenge your assumptions, broaden your vision,
deepen your faith, and gradually shape your attitudes and decisions. Remember that every genuine
encounter with the Word is also an invitation to personal conversion.

For Claretian Missionaries, hermeneutical competence is not simply an intellectual ability but
a missionary disposition. It enables us to proclaim the Gospel faithfully, accompany people with
wisdom, discern the signs of the times, and respond creatively to the challenges of every culture and
generation. The more we allow Scripture to interpret our lives, the more capable we become of
helping others discover God’s presence and action in their own lives.

May this example encourage you to return to the Scriptures often, to read them prayerfully
and critically, and to let the Word of God become the light that guides your discernment, the source
of your preaching, and the inspiration for your missionary service. In this way, hermeneutical skills
become not merely techniques for interpreting texts but lifelong habits of listening to God, discerning
His will, and joyfully proclaiming the Gospel wherever the mission calls.
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11. Practical Guidelines for Formandi

Hermeneutical competence grows through patient practice and interior disposition, not
through technique alone. These guidelines are meant to help Formandi develop a reflective, faithful,
and responsible way of interpreting Scripture and reality, integrated into daily formation and
missionary life.

11.1. Read Texts Slowly and Attentively

Formandi are encouraged to cultivate a slow, attentive mode of reading, resisting the
temptation to rush toward conclusions or practical outcomes. Hermeneutical understanding requires
time, silence, and openness.

This involves:
e Reading texts more than once
e Attending to words, structure, tone, and movement
o Noticing what attracts, disturbs, or resists understanding
o Allowing the text to “speak’ before reacting to it

Slow reading fosters reverence for the text and trains the capacity to listen deeply—an
essential missionary skill.

11.2. Ask What Question the Text Is Responding To

Every meaningful text arises as a response to a situation, question, or challenge. Formandi
are encouraged to ask not only what does the text say? but also why does it say this?

This practice helps Formandi:
e Identify the issue or concern behind the text
e Avoid isolating statements from their purpose
e Recognize the pastoral, theological, or prophetic intent
o Engage the deeper logic of the text rather than surface content

Understanding the question behind the text opens access to its enduring meaning.
11.3. Distinguish Between Text, Interpretation, and Application

A key hermeneutical discipline is learning to distinguish clearly between:
o the text itself,
o the interpretation of its meaning,
o and the application of that meaning to life.

Formandi are encouraged to:
e Avoid equating their interpretation with the text itself
e Recognize that multiple interpretations may exist
o Reflect carefully before moving to application
o Respect the difference between faithful interpretation and personal opinion

This distinction prevents manipulation of Scripture and fosters intellectual honesty and
humility.
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11.4. Examine Personal Assumptions Brought to Interpretation

Formandi bring their own experiences, culture, education, and expectations to every act of
interpretation. Hermeneutical maturity requires awareness of these presuppositions. This involves
asking:

e What am I assuming before I read this text?
o How do my background, emotions, or interests shape my reading?
e Where might I be projecting my concerns onto the text?

By examining assumptions, Formandi allow the text to challenge them rather than simply
confirming what they already believe.

11.5. Allow Scripture to Question Personal and Cultural Perspectives

Hermeneutical reading is not meant to leave the interpreter unchanged. Formandi are
encouraged to approach Scripture with the readiness to be questioned, unsettled, and converted.
This requires:

e Openness to discomfort and challenge

o Willingness to let Scripture critique cultural norms

o Courage to face tensions between Gospel values and personal habits
o Trust that truth leads to freedom, not loss

This posture transforms interpretation into a path of ongoing conversion (metanoia).
11.6. Integrate Interpretation with Prayer, Community Sharing, and Mission

Hermeneutical skills reach their fullness when interpretation is integrated into the whole of
formation life. Formandi are encouraged to connect interpretation with:
e Personal prayer and lectio divina
e Community sharing and discernment
e Apostolic review and pastoral practice
o Concrete missionary decisions

This integration ensures that interpretation is not merely intellectual, but spiritual,
communal, and apostolic, shaping both identity and mission.

Concluding Orientation: By practicing these guidelines consistently, Formandi develop a listening
heart and a discerning mind. Hermeneutical skills become a lived habit that enables Claretian
Missionaries to interpret Scripture, experience, and reality faithfully—so that the Word of God may
truly become light for the journey and strength for the mission.

12. Accompaniment Guidelines for Formators

In the formation of Claretian Missionaries, hermeneutical skills are not acquired merely
through instruction but through accompaniment in the practice of interpretation. The formator’s
role is to guide Formandi toward a mature, faithful, and responsible way of interpreting Scripture,
tradition, experience, and reality, in service of discernment and mission.

Formators are therefore called to accompany interpretation as a formative and spiritual
process, not simply as a technical competence.
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12.1. Foster Respect for Both Text and Context

Formators help Formandi develop a deep respect for the integrity of the text and the
importance of context. This respect prevents interpretation from becoming arbitrary or manipulative.
This involves encouraging Formandi to:

o Take the text seriously as it is given, not as they wish it to be
o Attend carefully to historical, cultural, and literary contexts
e Resist isolating phrases or verses from their broader setting
e Recognize the limits that context places on interpretation
Such respect forms interpreters who are attentive, humble, and faithful to the Word.

12.2. Discourage Literalism and Relativism Alike

A key task of accompaniment is helping Formandi avoid two opposite distortions of
interpretation:
e Literalism, which freezes meaning in the past, ignores genre and symbolism, and resists
interpretation.
o Relativism, which dissolves meaning into personal opinion or cultural preference.

Formators guide Formandi toward a faithful middle path, where interpretation is:
e Rooted in the text and tradition
e Open to development and contemporary relevance
e Responsible to truth rather than convenience

This balanced stance safeguards both fidelity to revelation and openness to the Spirit.
12.3. Help Formandi Articulate Interpretive Steps

Hermeneutical maturity grows when Formandi become conscious of how they interpret, not
only what they conclude. Formators help Formandi articulate the steps of their interpretive process.
This includes guiding them to:

o Name the context they are considering

o Identify assumptions and questions they bring
o Explain how they move from text to meaning
o Distinguish interpretation from application

Articulation strengthens clarity, accountability, and the capacity for dialogue.
12.4. Integrate Hermeneutics with Theological Reflection

Hermeneutics should never be isolated from theological reflection. Formators help Formandi
see interpretation as part of a larger reflective process that integrates experience, faith, and mission.
This integration involves:

o Linking interpretation of Scripture with lived experience

o Encouraging dialogue between text and contemporary questions

o Situating hermeneutical insights within broader theological frameworks
o Using theological reflection as a space to test interpretations

Such integration ensures that interpretation serves discernment and conversion, not mere
analysis.
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12.5. Model Faithful, Critical, and Prayerful Interpretation

Formators teach hermeneutics most eftectively by example. By modelling interpretation that
is faithful, critical, and prayerful, they show Formandi how intellect and faith belong together.
This modelling includes:
o Demonstrating reverence for Scripture
e Showing openness to scholarly insight without fear
e Acknowledging complexity and ambiguity honestly
o Praying with the text and from the text

Through this witness, Formandi learn that interpretation is both an intellectual discipline and
a spiritual practice.

12.6. Situate Interpretation Within the Claretian Charism and Mission
Finally, formators help Formandi situate all interpretation within the Claretian charism and

missionary purpose. Hermeneutical skills are not neutral; they are oriented toward proclamation of
the Word and service of the people. This means guiding Formandi to ask:

o How does this interpretation serve evangelization?

o What does this reading reveal about God’s call today?

e How would St. Anthony Mary Claret read this reality?

e How does this interpretation shape our missionary response?

Situating interpretation within the charism ensures that hermeneutics remains apostolic,
prophetic, and transformative.

Concluding Perspective: Accompaniment in hermeneutical formation is a ministry of listening,
discernment, and trust. By fostering faithful interpretation, critical awareness, and prayerful
openness, formators help shape Claretian Missionaries who can interpret Scripture and reality
wisely—so that the Word of God may be proclaimed with truth, freedom, and missionary passion in
every context.

13. Hermeneutical Skills in Ongoing Formation

Ongoing formation calls Claretian Missionaries to remain learners for life, continually
listening to the Word of God and to the evolving realities of the world. In this lifelong journey,
hermeneutical skills become not simply tools for interpretation, but habits of discernment that
sustain fidelity, creativity, and prophetic courage.

13.1. Supporting Lifelong Engagement with Scripture

In ongoing formation, hermeneutical skills enable missionaries to remain personally and
spiritually engaged with Scripture beyond initial academic study. Over time, familiar texts can lose
their vitality or be approached mechanically. Hermeneutical maturity keeps Scripture alive as a living
Word. These skills help missionaries to:

o Re-read familiar passages with fresh attentiveness

e Recognize new layers of meaning in different stages of life

o Integrate Scripture into prayer, ministry, and decision-making
e Allow the Word to interpret personal history and vocation

Thus, Scripture continues to form the missionary’s identity and mission throughout life.
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13.2. Enabling the Reading of Changing Social and Ecclesial Realities

Hermeneutical skills extend beyond texts to real-life interpretation. In ongoing formation,
missionaries are constantly faced with new cultural, social, and ecclesial situations that require
discernment. Hermeneutical competence allows missionaries to:

o Interpret social realities in the light of the Gospel
e Recognize cultural shifts without fear or rejection
o Discern continuity and change within the life of the Church
e Avoid simplistic or reactive readings of complex situations

This capacity enables a mature engagement with reality that is neither naive nor cynical.

13.3. Sustaining Prophetic Discernment of the Signs of the Times
The prophetic dimension of missionary life depends on the ability to interpret history

theologically. Hermeneutical skills sustain this prophetic discernment by helping missionaries
recognize where God’s Spirit is at work. In ongoing formation, these skills support:

e Discernment of hope and challenge within historical events

e Recognition of God’s call in moments of crisis or transition

o Courage to name injustice and announce the Gospel

o Fidelity to the Church while responding creatively to new needs

This prophetic reading of the signs of the times is rooted not in ideology, but in faithful
interpretation.

13.4. Strengthening Preaching, Teaching, and Pastoral Leadership

Hermeneutical skills are essential for credible preaching, effective teaching, and wise pastoral
leadership. In ongoing formation, missionaries deepen their ability to mediate meaning between
Scripture and people’s lives. These skills help to:

e Proclaim the Word with clarity, depth, and relevance
e Avoid moralism, superficiality, or abstraction
e Teach Scripture and doctrine responsibly
e Guide communities in discerning God’s will
Such leadership builds trust and fosters communities rooted in the Word.

13.5. Preventing Stagnation and Ideological Rigidity

One of the risks in long-term ministry is stagnation—the repetition of familiar interpretations
without renewal—or ideological rigidity, where Scripture is used to justify fixed positions.
Hermeneutical skills counter these risks by:

Encouraging openness to new questions and insights
Challenging unexamined assumptions

Preventing the absolutization of partial interpretations
Keeping interpretation dynamic and responsive

This openness preserves intellectual and spiritual freedom, allowing the missionary to remain
teachable and discerning.

Concluding Perspective: In ongoing formation, hermeneutical skills function as a compass for the

missionary journey. They enable Claretian Missionaries to remain faithful readers of Scripture,
attentive interpreters of reality, and courageous discerners of the Spirit’s movement in history—so

15



that the Word may continue to be proclaimed with freshness, truth, and transformative power in every
stage of life and mission.

14. Conclusion

Hermeneutical skills are much more than techniques for interpreting biblical texts. They are
habits of listening, understanding, discerning, and responding that shape the life and mission of a
Claretian Missionary. Every day we are called to interpret the Word of God, human experience,
cultural realities, and the signs of the times. The quality of this interpretation influences how we pray,
preach, accompany others, and carry out our missionary vocation.

Developing these skills requires more than intellectual knowledge. It calls for humility, prayer,
openness, and a willingness to let the Word of God challenge and transform us. Mature interpreters
do not seek to make Scripture support their own opinions; rather, they allow Scripture to shape their
minds, hearts, and actions.

Following the example of St. Anthony Mary Claret, we are invited to become attentive
listeners to both the Word of God and the cries of humanity. His life reminds us that authentic
interpretation always leads to compassionate service, courageous witness, and creative
evangelisation.

The skills presented in this module are intended to become lifelong habits. Through regular
reading of Scripture, theological reflection, prayer, community dialogue, and pastoral experience,
Formandi gradually learn to interpret both Scripture and life with greater wisdom and fidelity. The
practical exercises and worked example are offered as tools to help this growth continue throughout
one’s missionary life.

Ultimately, the goal of hermeneutical formation is not simply to produce competent
interpreters of texts but missionaries whose lives become a living interpretation of the Gospel. As we
allow the Word of God to guide our thinking, discernment, and mission, we become more credible
witnesses of Christ and more effective servants of His people.

May this module inspire every formandus to cultivate a lifelong love for Scripture, a
discerning heart, and a missionary spirit that proclaims the Gospel with wisdom, fidelity, and hope.
In this way, we become, in the spirit of St. Anthony Mary Claret, true listeners and servants of the
Word, ready to bring the light of the Gospel to every person and every situation.
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