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CONTEXTUAL LEARNING 

 
1. Formative Meaning 
 

Contextual learning is the process by which study enters into dialogue with life. It helps the 

formandus move beyond merely knowing concepts and learn how to understand persons, cultures, 

communities, social realities, and pastoral situations. In this way, learning becomes grounded in 

reality and oriented toward mission. 

In formation, this is indispensable because missionary life is never lived in abstraction. A 

person may know doctrines, principles, or pastoral theories and still struggle to read a real situation 

wisely. Contextual learning protects against this split. It trains the formandus to observe before 

judging, to listen before applying concepts, and to discern before acting. 

For Claretian missionaries, contextual learning has a particular importance. The proclamation 

of the Word must always be attentive to the concrete reality of the people, especially the poor, the 

marginalized, and those on the peripheries. St. Anthony Mary Claret was not a distant preacher of 

abstract ideas. He listened to the needs of the people, adapted his preaching to their condition, used 

the means available in his time, and allowed the urgent needs of mission to shape his apostolic 

response. In this sense, contextual learning helps the formandus become a missionary who listens to 

reality in order to serve the Word more faithfully. 

This approach is also deeply incarnational. The Word of God enters history, culture, language, 

suffering, and human experience. The Incarnation teaches that truth is not simply imposed from 

outside; it takes flesh within concrete human realities. Pope Francis expresses this when he teaches 

that “grace supposes culture, and God’s gift becomes flesh in the culture of those who receive it” 

(Evangelii Gaudium, 115). Contextual learning therefore does not make truth relative; it teaches the 

formandus to approach truth with humility, patience, and discernment so that it may become fruitful 

and life-giving. 

Several biblical passages illuminate this path. Jesus sees the crowds and is moved with 

compassion because they are harassed and helpless (cf. Mt 9:36). On the road to Emmaus, he listens 

to the disciples’ confusion before interpreting the Scriptures for them (cf. Lk 24:13–35). In his 

conversation with the Samaritan woman, he enters a concrete cultural and personal context and leads 

her gradually toward truth (cf. Jn 4:1–42). St. Paul, speaking in Athens, begins from the religious 

symbols of the people before proclaiming the Gospel (cf. Acts 17:22–23). These examples show that 

mission begins by reading reality with the eyes of faith. 

 
2. Key Skills Developed through Contextual Learning 
 
a. Cultural Sensitivity 

 

Contextual learning helps the formandus notice the deeper meanings that shape a community 

or culture. Every setting has values, symbols, emotional codes, forms of respect, styles of 

communication, and unspoken expectations. These are not always immediately visible. A formandus 

who learns to observe them becomes less reactive and more respectful. 

This skill is especially important in intercultural community life and mission. What appears to 

be distance, passivity, indifference, aggression, reverence, or resistance may have different meanings 

in different cultures. Cultural sensitivity helps the formandus avoid judging too quickly. It also 

prevents him from treating his own habits as universal norms. 

In practice, this means that a formandus entering a new community does not immediately say, 

“They are cold,” “They are disorganized,” or “They are not spiritual.” Instead, he asks: What is the 



2 
 

local way of expressing respect? How do people communicate trust? What wounds, fears, histories, 

or social patterns shape this group? Such questions open the way to real dialogue and credible 

mission. 

 

b. Applied Reasoning 

 

Applied reasoning is the ability to use what one has learned in real situations. It is not enough 

to know a principle; the formandus must also learn how, when, and to what extent the principle 

applies. Real situations are often mixed, incomplete, emotionally charged, and morally complex. 

Applied reasoning helps the formandus remain faithful to principles without becoming rigid. 

This skill teaches that fidelity is not the same as mechanical application. A pastoral principle 

may remain true, but its expression may need adaptation according to persons, timing, culture, and 

circumstances. Pope Francis warns against forms of rigidity that reduce evangelization to abstract 

formulas without attention to concrete reality (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 33). 

For example, a formandus studying moral theology may meet a migrant family facing legal 

uncertainty, fear, and economic hardship. The principles he learned remain important, but he must 

now ask how to accompany this family with truth, compassion, justice, and prudence. Contextual 

learning helps him avoid both harsh judgment and vague sentimentalism. 

 

c. Pastoral and Missionary Discernment 

 

Contextual learning contributes directly to pastoral and missionary discernment. Mission 

takes place in real families, wounded communities, changing social conditions, economic 

inequalities, institutional limits, and diverse cultural patterns. To serve fruitfully, the missionary must 

learn not only to observe but also to discern what God may be asking in that situation. 

This discernment involves asking: Where is life emerging? Where are people blocked? Where 

is suffering hidden? Where is grace already at work? What kind of intervention would help? What 

could harm? These questions integrate intellectual understanding, emotional awareness, ethical 

sensitivity, and spiritual listening. 

Over time, this forms practical wisdom. The formandus becomes less interested in appearing 

knowledgeable and more interested in responding truthfully. He learns to ask better questions, make 

more proportionate judgments, and act with greater freedom. This is missionary intelligence: 

discerning what is truly called for here and now. 

 
3. Practical Guidelines for Formandi 
 

The first discipline is to observe before judging. Formandi should learn to stay close to what 

is seen, heard, and experienced before drawing conclusions. This reflects the pastoral method often 

expressed as “see, judge, and act”: first receive reality carefully, then interpret it in the light of faith 

and reason, and finally respond responsibly. 

The second guideline is to listen to people’s stories before applying concepts. Human beings 

are not examples of theories. They are persons with histories, wounds, values, relationships, and 

contexts. Listening is therefore not merely a soft skill; it is part of disciplined knowing. The Ratio 

Fundamentalis Institutionis Sacerdotalis underlines the importance of pastoral formation that places 

future ministers in contact with concrete situations and helps them respond with maturity (cf. RFIS, 

119–120). 

The third guideline is to place study in conversation with life. The formandus should ask: 

What does the theory say? What does this reality reveal? What does this situation show me about the 

limits of my understanding? The aim is not to discard theory but to deepen it through encounter. 
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The fourth guideline is critical reflection. Experience alone does not automatically produce 

wisdom. Without reflection, a formandus may simply collect impressions. Experiences should be 

revisited through writing, prayer, group sharing, and personal accompaniment. This helps the 

formandus move from reaction to interpretation, from interpretation to discernment, and from 

discernment to growth. 

The fifth guideline is awareness of one’s cultural and ideological lenses. Every learner enters 

a context with assumptions, preferences, fears, values, and inherited narratives. These filters 

influence what he notices and how he interprets events. Contextual learning becomes formative when 

the formandus is willing to examine these filters honestly. 

Finally, the formandus should remain open to being changed by encounter. If contextual 

learning becomes only a way of analysing others, it remains superficial. Real learning occurs when a 

context questions one’s certainties and calls one to humility, realism, and conversion. This reflects 

the integration of human, intellectual, spiritual, and pastoral formation emphasized by the Church (cf. 

Pastores Dabo Vobis, 43). 

 

4. Practical Exercises 
 
1. Context Observation Exercise 

 

During a pastoral, social, institutional, or community experience, the formandus observes 

without immediate interpretation. He notes concrete details: patterns of interaction, visible 

behaviours, emotional atmosphere, use of space, communication style, signs of inclusion or 

exclusion, and moments of tension or harmony. 

Afterward, he reflects: What did I actually observe? What am I tempted to interpret too 

quickly? What questions remain open? This exercise forms the habit of seeing before judging and 

reduces projection. 

 

2. Theory–Context Connection Exercise 

 

After a significant experience, the formandus identifies one concept, principle, or framework 

that helps explain what he observed. Then he names one aspect of the experience that the theory does 

not fully capture. Finally, he formulates one new question for further study or reflection. 

Example: After visiting a migrant shelter, a formandus may connect the experience with 

Catholic social teaching on human dignity. At the same time, he may recognize that no classroom 

discussion fully captured the fear, resilience, and legal insecurity of the families he met. His new 

question may be: How can pastoral care combine charity, advocacy, and respect for civil procedures? 

 

3. Cultural Lens Awareness Exercise 

 

After entering a new context, the formandus writes about the assumptions he carried with 

him. What did I expect? What did I find strange or admirable? What made me uncomfortable? How 

did my family, region, education, community, or previous pastoral experience shape my reaction? 

This exercise helps the formandus discover that some of his reactions are not simply objective 

judgments but are shaped by his own background. It builds humility, self-awareness, and intercultural 

openness. 
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4. Case Study Reflection 

 

The formandus writes a short case study based on a real experience. He describes the context, 

the persons involved, the main tension, and the central question that emerged. He then proposes 

possible responses and their likely consequences. 

This exercise develops applied reasoning. It helps the formandus understand that many 

pastoral situations do not have one instant answer. Discernment often means weighing possibilities, 

risks, values, timing, and consequences. 

 

5. Pastoral Examen 

 

At the end of a day, ministry experience, or week of immersion, the formandus prays over the 

experience. He asks: Where did I notice God’s presence? Where did I feel resistance, confusion, 

compassion, fear, or hope? What invitation or caution emerged? 

This exercise prevents a separation between study, experience, and prayer. It helps the 

formandus understand that the context is also a place where God speaks and forms the missionary 

heart. 

 

6. Context Sharing in Group 

 

In a small group, each formandus shares one contextual insight, one difficulty in applying 

theory, and one unresolved question. Others listen and add what they noticed from their own 

perspectives. 

This exercise broadens perception. One person may notice structural injustice, another 

emotional dynamic, another cultural patterns, and another spiritual movement. Group sharing 

becomes a school of listening and communal discernment. 

 

7. Immersion Reflection Journal 

 

During an extended exposure to a parish, school, community, social setting, or apostolic 

work, the formandus keeps a regular journal. He records observations, emotional reactions, questions, 

tensions, and changes in understanding. 

Over time, the journal helps him notice patterns. It also provides valuable material for 

personal accompaniment. The journal is not merely a record of events; it is a tool for seeing how the context is 

forming the person internally. 

 
5. Common Pitfalls to Address 
 

A first pitfall is applying theory without listening. This happens when a formandus arrives 

with ready-made answers and uses them to interpret everything too quickly. Instead of learning from 

reality, he merely confirms what he already thinks. 

A second pitfall is confusing experience with expertise. One pastoral visit, immersion, or 

community exposure does not automatically make a person competent. Experience becomes 

formative only when it is reflected upon with humility and discipline. 

A third pitfall is premature moralizing. Complex realities are quickly labelled as good, bad, 

faithful, backward, healthy, or problematic. Such judgments may contain partial truth, but when made 

too quickly they block deeper understanding. 
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A fourth pitfall is failure to examine one’s cultural lens. When personal assumptions remain 

invisible, they quietly dominate interpretation. This may lead to ethnocentrism, ideological rigidity, 

or subtle superiority. 

A fifth pitfall is instrumentalizing people. Contextual learning must never treat persons or 

communities as objects for one’s own growth. This is especially important in situations of poverty, 

vulnerability, suffering, or marginalization. The dignity of every person must be respected, because 

the human person is never a means but someone willed by God for his or her own sake (cf. Gaudium 

et Spes, 24–27). 

A final pitfall is separating experience from study and prayer. If contextual exposure is not 

integrated with intellectual reflection and spiritual discernment, the formandus lives in compartments: 

study without life, experience without meaning, prayer without reality. 

 

6. Accompaniment Strategies for Formators 
 
a. Help Formandi Move from Theory to Wisdom 

 

The formator helps the formandus move beyond correct answers toward wise judgment. He 

may ask: What did reality confirm? What did it challenge? What remains unresolved? What requires 

further listening? Formation should cultivate not only knowledge but also pastoral wisdom and sound 

judgment in complex situations (cf. Pastores Dabo Vobis, 57). 

 

b. Address Idealization and Disillusionment 

 

Contexts often provoke strong reactions. A formandus may idealize a context as pure and 

authentic, or dismiss it when he encounters contradiction and limitation. The formator helps him 

remain present to both grace and brokenness. Pope Francis invites missionaries to avoid both naïve 

idealism and sterile pessimism and to engage reality with hope and courage (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 

49). 

 

c. Support Cultural Decentring 

 

The formator helps the formandus recognize that his own way of seeing the world is not the 

centre of everything. Cultural decentring does not mean loss of identity. It means holding one’s 

background without absolutizing it and receiving wisdom from other peoples and cultures. This is 

essential for intercultural communion and missionary availability (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 117). 

 

d. Integrate Contextual Learning into Personal Accompaniment 

 

Contextual experiences should be brought into personal accompaniment. The formator asks 

not only, “What happened there?” but also, “What is happening in you through this?” Personal 

accompaniment helps the formandus interpret experiences in relation to vocation, growth, and 

mission (cf. RFIS, 94). 

 

e. Guard Against Instrumentalizing People 

 

The formator should help the formandus approach every context with reverence, gratitude, 

and accountability. A pastoral visit is not a laboratory. People are not case material. They are brothers 

and sisters with dignity, history, faith, suffering, and hope. 



6 
 

f. Encourage Reflective Writing and Synthesis 

 

Many formandi experience much but struggle to articulate what they are learning. The 

formator can guide them from description toward meaning by asking them to identify patterns, 

tensions, insights, and unanswered questions. Good synthesis does not flatten complexity; it gathers it 

with clarity and proportion. 

 

g. Calibrate Contextual Exposure by Formation Stage 

 

Not every formandus is ready for the same kind of exposure. In earlier stages, the emphasis 

may be on observation, receptivity, and guided reflection. In later stages, the formandus may take on 

more interpretive responsibility, pastoral initiative, and decision-making. In ongoing formation, the 

focus may include leadership, mentoring, and helping others read contexts well. 

 
7. Claretian Integration 
 

Contextual learning forms a Claretian missionary who is rooted in the Word and attentive to 

the cries of reality. The Word is not proclaimed into an empty space. It is proclaimed among people 

with concrete histories, wounds, hopes, cultures, and questions. Therefore, the missionary must learn 

to listen deeply to both the Word and the world. 

St. Anthony Mary Claret offers a model of this missionary attentiveness. He read the needs of 

his time, responded creatively, used available means for evangelization, and kept the salvation and 

dignity of persons at the centre of his ministry. For Claretian formation today, contextual learning 

helps form missionaries who do not merely repeat formulas but embody the Gospel with pastoral 

intelligence, apostolic zeal, and compassionate presence. 

 
8. Formative Insight 
 

Ideas become mature when they meet the concreteness of life. It is easier to think clearly in 

abstraction. It is harder, and more formative, to think clearly in the presence of suffering, difference, 

contradiction, cultural complexity, and pastoral limitation. 

Contextual learning forms missionaries and leaders who do not flee reality, dominate it, or 

oversimplify it. They learn to enter reality attentively, read it honestly, interpret it wisely, and serve 

within it humbly. In this way, learning becomes a path toward realism, wisdom, and mission. 

For the Claretian missionary, contextual learning is therefore not only an educational method. 

It is a way of allowing the Word to take flesh in real contexts, so that evangelization becomes both 

faithful to the Gospel and close to the people. 


