CRITICAL READING

I. Formative Meaning

Critical reading is a formative discipline of both the mind and the heart. It is not limited to the
technical ability to understand words on a page. It is the trained capacity to enter into a text with
attention, responsibility, and discernment. A person who reads critically does not merely collect
information. He listens, questions, evaluates, and seeks meaning. In formation, this matters greatly,
because the way a person reads often reveals the way he thinks, prays, judges, and responds to reality.

For this reason, reading in formation can never be reduced to academic performance alone. It
is part of the shaping of the whole person. Through critical reading, the formandus learns to move
from passive consumption to active interpretation, from first impressions to reflective evaluation, and
from mere information to personal and missionary integration. He gradually develops an intelligence
that is less reactive, less superficial, and less dependent on slogans or borrowed opinions.

Critical reading also forms the reader in humility. It teaches him that a text may contain truth,
limitation, complexity, ambiguity, and hidden assumptions all at once. He learns not to dominate the
text too quickly and not to surrender to it uncritically. He learns to remain patient before ideas, careful
before conclusions, and honest before his own reactions. This is already a school of discernment.

In missionary formation, such reading has a wider significance. A missionary must read not
only books, but also contexts, cultures, human suffering, community dynamics, and signs of God’s
action in history. A person who has not learned to read texts deeply will often fail to read life deeply.
Thus, critical reading becomes more than an academic skill. It becomes a habit of attention that
supports prayer, pastoral judgment, community dialogue, and apostolic responsibility.

I1. Intellectual Skills Developed through Critical Reading

Critical reading is not merely a technique for understanding texts; it is a formative discipline
that gradually shapes the way a person thinks, evaluates, and discerns. As formandi engage in
thoughtful and disciplined reading over time, they develop intellectual habits that enable them to
analyse ideas more carefully, evaluate arguments more responsibly, and distinguish truth from
superficial or misleading claims. These skills strengthen not only academic competence but also
spiritual discernment, pastoral judgment, and missionary decision-making. In this way, critical
reading becomes an essential means of forming missionaries who are capable of engaging both texts
and life with wisdom, freedom, and responsibility.

a. Analytical Thinking

Critical reading strengthens the ability to break down a text into its essential parts. Many
readers remain at the surface level. They remember a few phrases, react to a striking statement, or
retain only a general impression. Analytical reading goes further. It asks how the text is constructed,
what its main claim is, how the argument develops, and whether the parts truly support the whole.

This discipline trains the reader to identify central ideas, secondary points, patterns of
reasoning, and internal movement. He begins to see whether the text is coherent or scattered, rigorous
or vague, balanced or one-sided. This is an important intellectual capacity because much confusion
does not come from lack of information but from lack of structure in thinking.

For a formandus, analytical thinking prevents naive reading. It makes him less likely to be
carried away by style, authority, emotion, or familiarity. Instead, he learns to ask what the text is
actually saying and how it is trying to say it. This leads to greater clarity of thought and more mature
engagement with ideas.



b. Discernment of Arguments and Assumptions

Every text is written from somewhere. No author speaks from nowhere. Behind every
argument there are assumptions, values, concerns, experiences, and often a worldview. Critical
reading helps the formandus uncover these deeper layers. It teaches him to ask not only what the
author says, but what the author presumes, protects, fears, or privileges.

This is especially important in theological, pastoral, philosophical, psychological, and cultural
reading. A text may sound convincing while quietly carrying assumptions that are partial, reductionist,
or incompatible with Christian anthropology and cosmovision. A critical reader learns to notice what
is emphasized and what is ignored, what is named clearly and what remains hidden, what is treated
as universal but may actually be contextual.

Such discernment is not suspicion for its own sake. It is an exercise in mature intellectual
freedom. The formandus is not trained to reject everything. He is trained to recognize the deeper logic
within a text so that he can receive what is true, question what is weak, and resist what distorts the
vision of the person, the Church, or mission.

c. Distinguishing Fact, Opinion, and Ideology

One of the most necessary skills in contemporary formation is the ability to distinguish
between facts, interpretations, opinions, and ideological framing. In many texts, these are blended
together so smoothly that an untrained reader may accept all of them at the same level. Critical reading
slows this process down. It asks what is demonstrable, what is inferred, what is asserted, and what is
being promoted.

Facts refer to information that can be verified. Opinions express judgments or preferences.
Interpretations offer explanations of meaning. Ideology often appears when a perspective presents
itself as complete, unquestionable, or morally superior while ignoring complexity. The critical reader
learns to recognize persuasive techniques, emotional framing, selective use of evidence, and
rhetorical exaggeration.

This skill is vital today because formandi live in a world marked by media saturation,
polarized narratives, rapid reactions, and strong pressures to think in simplified ways. Without critical
reading, they risk becoming intellectually dependent, emotionally manipulated, or ideologically rigid.
With it, they gain sobriety, balance, and the freedom to serve truth rather than trends.

II1. Practical Guidelines
a. Read with Guiding Questions

Critical reading begins before the text is opened. The reader must enter with intention. Without
guiding questions, reading easily becomes passive, distracted, or merely accumulative. The mind
moves over words without purpose, and the text is not really engaged. A disciplined reader asks from
the beginning: What issue is this text addressing? Why was it written? What kind of response does it
seek? What does it invite me to examine more deeply?

Such questions orient attention. They prevent random reading and help the formandus read
with intellectual purpose. Over time, this also develops a more active mental posture. The reader
becomes less like a container receiving content and more like a participant entering a serious
conversation.

Reading with questions also makes the reader more self-aware. He begins to notice when he
is reading only to confirm his views, only to finish an assignment, or only to extract useful quotations.
The presence of questions purifies intention and turns reading into inquiry.



b. Identify the Author’s Thesis, context, and intent

A central discipline in critical reading is learning to identify the thesis of a text. Many readers
finish an article or chapter without being able to state clearly what the author is actually trying to
argue. The first task of a serious reader is to name the main claim as precisely as possible. This
prevents vagueness and guards against projecting one’s own ideas onto the text.

Context is equally important. Texts arise within historical, cultural, ecclesial, academic, or
pastoral circumstances. Ignoring context leads to distortion. A statement that makes sense in one
moment or setting may sound very different in another. Critical reading therefore asks when the text
was written, for whom, against what background, and in response to what questions or tensions.

Intent must also be discerned. Is the author trying to inform, persuade, challenge, correct,
provoke, defend, interpret, or inspire? A reader who misses the author’s intent will often misread the
tone and function of the text. In formation, learning to respect thesis, context, and intent deepens
fairness and prevents superficial judgment.

c. Note Key Concepts, Tensions, and Implications

A mature reader does not only underline attractive lines. He learns to track key concepts,
repeated terms, conceptual tensions, and practical implications. Certain words carry the weight of a
text. If they are ignored, the real meaning of the argument may be lost. Critical reading requires
identifying these central concepts and asking how the author uses them.

At the same time, attentive readers notice tensions. Some texts contain unresolved
contradictions. Others raise questions they do not answer. Some arguments are strong in one area and
weak in another. To notice such tensions is not to dismiss the text. It is to take it seriously enough to
test its strength.

The reader should also reflect on implications. Every substantial text has consequences. It
may affect how one understands the human person, authority, freedom, truth, community, suffering,
evangelization, culture, or mission. Critical reading asks: If this is true, what follows? What would
this demand in practice? What attitudes or pastoral choices might this shape?

d. Relate the text to faith, experience, and mission

In formation, reading must not remain disconnected from life. Intellectual work that never
enters prayer, experience, relationships, or mission becomes sterile. The purpose of critical reading is
not only to produce more informed readers, but more integrated persons. The formandus must
therefore ask how a text resonates with or challenges his faith, how it illuminates his own life, and
how it bears on pastoral reality.

This kind of integration protects against two opposite dangers. One danger is academic
detachment, where texts are treated as objects of study with no effect on life. The other is uncritical
personalization, where the reader reduces every text to private feelings without respecting its content.
Integration requires both fidelity to the text and openness to transformation.

When a formandus learns to connect reading with faith, experience, and mission, study
becomes formative. Ideas begin to shape perception. Reflection begins to influence choice. Reading
becomes part of conversion and availability for service.

IV. Common Pitfalls to Avoid

One common pitfall is reading only to confirm existing opinions. This creates intellectual
stagnation. The reader no longer seeks truth but reinforcement. He uses texts as weapons, mirrors, or
shields. Formation must challenge this tendency because missionary life requires openness to reality,
not enclosure within one’s preferences.



Another pitfall is treating authoritative texts as if they require no interpretation. Respect for
authority does not eliminate the need for careful reading. Even valuable or normative texts must be
read attentively, contextually, and intelligently. Otherwise, authority becomes a substitute for
understanding.

A further danger is confusing complexity with confusion. Some readers withdraw too quickly
when a text is demanding. Instead of staying with the difficulty, they dismiss it as obscure. Yet many
important truths require patience. Intellectual maturity includes the ability to remain with complexity
without collapsing into frustration or anti-intellectualism.

Another weakness is accumulating notes without synthesis. Some formandi underline
everything, copy many quotations, or produce long summaries, yet fail to grasp the central movement
of the text. Reading then becomes a form of storage rather than understanding. The goal is not quantity
of notes but clarity of insight.

Finally, a serious pitfall is separating intellectual engagement from spiritual discernment.
When reading is cut off from prayer, conscience, and vocation, it may produce brilliance without
wisdom. The formandus may become knowledgeable yet inwardly fragmented. Formation must resist
this split. Reading should deepen truthfulness, humility, and service.

V. Formative Insight

How a person reads often mirrors how he listens. A hurried reader often becomes a hurried
listener. A defensive reader often becomes a selective listener. A passive reader often becomes a
passive observer of life. By contrast, a reader who attends carefully, questions honestly, and receives
thoughtfully is slowly being formed into a person capable of listening deeply to others, to reality, and
to God.

This is why critical reading has strong spiritual significance. It forms patience, interior
freedom, and reverence before truth. It teaches the reader to suspend premature judgment, to stay
present to complexity, and to let understanding ripen. These are not only academic virtues. They are
human and spiritual virtues.

For missionary formation, this matters greatly. The missionary must be able to listen to the
Word without reducing it, to listen to people without controlling them, and to listen to cultures without
romanticizing or dismissing them. Critical reading trains the habits needed for such listening. It forms
the missionary as a thoughtful interpreter of the Word, the world, and the human heart.

VI. Practical Exercises for Critical Reading

1. The guided reading exercise

This exercise trains intentional reading. Before beginning a text, the formandus writes briefly
why he is reading it, what he expects to learn, and what assumptions he already brings. This initial
step helps uncover predispositions that often remain hidden. After reading, he notes what new insight
emerged, what challenged him, and what remains unclear.

The value of this exercise lies in making the reading process visible. The formandus begins
to see that reading is never neutral. He enters every text with expectations, preferences, fears, and
interpretive habits. By naming these, he becomes more self-aware and more capable of honest
engagement.

2. Thesis and argument mapping

This exercise strengthens analytical clarity. After reading, the formandus states the central
thesis in one sentence, identifies the main supporting arguments, and notes at least one weak point,
tension, or unanswered question. He may also draw a simple visual map showing how the argument
develops.



This practice teaches the mind to recognize structure. Instead of being overwhelmed by
details, the formandus learns to see the architecture of the text. It also reveals whether he has actually
understood the argument or only retained fragments.

3. Fact, opinion, and interpretation exercise

In this exercise, the formandus selects a paragraph or section and divides his notes into
categories such as fact, opinion, interpretation, and underlying assumption. This slows reading and
trains discrimination. It also helps expose how easily strong opinions may disguise themselves as
objective truth.

The exercise is especially useful in contemporary media environments, in controversial topics,
and in texts shaped by strong ideological or emotional framing. It forms discernment and protects the
reader from naive acceptance.

4. Contextual lens exercise

This exercise develops sensitivity to context. After reading, the formandus asks in what setting
the text was written, what concerns shaped it, and how its argument might change in another culture
or pastoral situation. He also identifies what seems universal and what appears context-bound.

This prevents abstraction and overgeneralization. It teaches missionary realism. A formandus
who learns contextual reading becomes less rigid and more capable of applying ideas wisely rather
than mechanically.

5. Dialogue with the text or marginal method

In this exercise, the formandus annotates while reading, using simple symbols to mark
resonance, confusion, surprise, tension, or disagreement. At the end, he reviews the marks and writes
a short synthesis. This turns reading into a living dialogue rather than a passive reception.

The method is helpful because it keeps the mind active and present. It also reveals patterns in
the reader’s reactions. Over time, the formator may see whether the formandus tends toward
avoidance, immediate agreement, constant suspicion, or thoughtful engagement.

6. Faith, life, and mission integration exercise

After reading, the formandus reflects on three dimensions: what the text says to faith, where
it connects with life experience, and how it may affect mission or ministry. This exercise is crucial in
formation because it resists fragmentation. Study is placed in direct relation to vocation.

It also helps the formandus recognize that real understanding includes existential and pastoral
implications. A text has not truly been received if it leaves faith untouched, life uninterpreted, and
mission unchanged.

7. Peer reading exchange

In this exercise, two formandi read the same text and share one key insight, one point of
disagreement, and one question for further reflection. They then discuss how and why their readings
differed. This reveals that interpretation is shaped by perspective, formation history, sensitivity, and
assumption.

The exercise builds humility and communal intelligence. It helps formandi see that serious
reading can include difference without hostility. This is an important preparation for community
dialogue and collaborative discernment.



8. One-page critical synthesis

Here the formandus summarizes the text in one page under four headings: core thesis, key
concepts, one critique, and one application. This exercise develops the ability to synthesize without
flattening complexity. It disciplines the mind to identify what truly matters.

Many readers can take notes endlessly but cannot express clearly what they have understood.
This exercise trains clarity, brevity, and integration. It is especially useful in theological and pastoral
formation.

9. Slow reading or lectio-style intellectual exercise

This exercise invites the formandus to read a short text more than once. The first reading seeks
basic understanding. The second attends to key terms, structure, and tone. The third reflects on deeper
meaning and implication. The exercise ends with silence and brief interior assimilation.

This method forms patience and depth. It resists the culture of speed and quantity. It is
particularly valuable in formation because it unites disciplined study with inward receptivity. It
teaches that some truths must be revisited slowly before they yield their depth.

10. Reading examen

The reading examen is a weekly reflective exercise. The formandus asks how he approached
his readings, where he was attentive or distracted, whether he read openly or defensively, and what
one habit needs growth. This turns reading into a field of personal formation rather than mere
academic task management.

Its value lies in repetition over time. It helps the formandus detect stable patterns, not isolated
moments. He becomes more aware of his intellectual habits and more capable of self-regulation.

Concluding formative note

Critical reading is not mastered by talent alone. It is formed through repeated practice,
correction, reflection, and accompaniment. These exercises do not simply sharpen academic ability.
They aim to form a discerning mind, a listening heart, and a missionary intelligence marked by
truthfulness, humility, and wisdom.

VII. Accompaniment Strategies for Critical Reading
1. Accompany the reader, not just the reading

A formator must pay attention not only to the conclusions reached by the formandus, but to
the process by which he reaches them. Two formandi may produce similar summaries while reading
in very different ways. One may be attentive and reflective. Another may be imitative, rushed, or
defensive. The deeper formative task is to accompany the reader’s way of engaging truth.

This means asking the formandus to explain how he interpreted the text, what he noticed first,
where he felt resistance, and how he handled uncertainty. Such conversations reveal habits that are
otherwise hidden.

2. Foster interior freedom in reading
Texts often provoke emotional reactions. Some reassure. Others disturb. Some threaten settled

certainties. Others flatter existing biases. A formator must help the formandus become aware of these
reactions and not be governed by them. Interior freedom is essential for mature reading.



This does not mean emotional detachment. It means learning to notice reaction without
surrendering judgment to it. When a text unsettles the formandus, that moment may be highly
formative. Instead of neutralizing the discomfort too quickly, the formator can help him remain with
it and discern what it reveals.

3. Discern reading habits over time

Accompaniment must be longitudinal. It should not focus only on isolated assignments or
occasional discussions. The formator needs to notice patterns across time. Does the formandus
consistently read too quickly? Does he avoid difficult texts? Does he rely too heavily on authority?
Does he confuse critique with negativity? Does he remain vague instead of precise?

By tracking habits over time, accompaniment becomes more realistic and effective. The goal
is not to correct every weakness at once, but to identify the most important growth points and work
on them steadily.

4. Model critical reading publicly

One of the strongest formative methods is example. Formators should demonstrate how they
themselves read. In group contexts, they can think aloud while analysing a passage, showing how
they identify the thesis, question assumptions, note context, admit uncertainty, and relate the text to
faith and mission.

This public modelling is powerful because it removes the illusion that mature readers simply
know everything immediately. It reveals that good reading includes patience, revision, modesty, and
disciplined questioning. It also legitimizes intellectual humility.

5. Encourage question formation rather than quick answers

Many formandi have been trained to think that the goal of reading is to give the correct answer
quickly. This often produces shallow understanding. A better path is to help them generate precise,
thoughtful questions. Strong questions open the text. Weak questions close it prematurely.

The formator should therefore value the quality of the formandus’ questions, not just the
neatness of his summary. This helps cultivate inquiry, rigor, and openness. It also protects against
superficial certainty.

6. Integrate reading into spiritual accompaniment

Reading should be part of accompaniment because it affects prayer, discernment, conscience,
and vocational identity. A difficult text may expose inner rigidity. A challenging idea may deepen
prayer. A theological tension may awaken vocational questions. These links should not be ignored.

The formator can ask how a reading affected the formandus’ spiritual life, whether it created
tension with his faith, and what movement it stirred within him. This helps prevent the split between
study and spirituality.

7. Address defensive or ideological reading

When reading becomes rigid, polarised, or self-protective, accompaniment must intervene.
Some formandi reject too quickly whatever feels unfamiliar. Others absorb ideas uncritically because
they sound progressive, authoritative, or emotionally appealing. Both patterns are immature.

The formator should expose hidden assumptions gently but clearly. He may invite the
formandus to engage an opposing perspective fairly, to name why certain ideas feel threatening, or to
consider what he may be refusing to see. The goal is not relativism but balance, honesty, and freedom.



8. Use peer accompaniment intentionally

Peers can help each other read more deeply when the process is structured well. Pairing
formandi with different reading strengths can be very fruitful. One may be strong in synthesis, another
in contextual sensitivity, another in theological integration. Peer exchange helps each one see what
he tends to overlook.

This should not be left vague. The formator needs to provide criteria and occasionally review
how peer feedback is working. Done well, peer accompaniment builds communal responsibility and
reduces individual isolation in intellectual growth.

9. Calibrate expectations according to stage of formation

Not all formandi are ready for the same level of critique or complexity. Early formation may
require focus on comprehension, structure, and confidence in reading. Later stages can involve deeper
evaluation, comparison of perspectives, and integration with apostolic realities. Expectations must
respect developmental rhythm.

If demands are too low, the formandus remains intellectually passive. If demands are too high,
he may become discouraged, defensive, or artificially performative. Good accompaniment knows
how to challenge without crushing.

10. Use the reading examen in accompaniment

The reading examen can be reviewed periodically in accompaniment sessions. This helps the
formandus notice patterns in distraction, defensiveness, curiosity, superficiality, or growth. Together,
formator and formandus can identify one concrete habit to strengthen over a given period.

This is effective because it links self-awareness with practical action. Instead of vague
encouragement to “read better,” the formandus works on a specific area such as slowing down,
identifying the thesis, tolerating complexity, or asking better questions.

11. Connect reading with mission and responsibility

A missionary does not read for self-display. He reads in service of truth, people, and mission.
Accompaniment should therefore help the formandus see how ideas shape attitudes toward cultures,
communities, social realities, authority, suffering, and evangelization. Reading has ethical and
pastoral consequences.

This connection guards against intellectual vanity. It reminds the formandus that study is not
for domination, superiority, or abstraction. It is for wiser service, deeper understanding, and more
faithful mission.

Concluding accompaniment insight

How one reads reveals how one relates to truth, authority, difference, ambiguity, and God. For
that reason, accompaniment in critical reading is not secondary or remedial. It is deeply formative. It
shapes freedom, humility, seriousness of thought, and readiness for mission. A formandus who learns
to read critically and integratively is being prepared not only for study, but for discernment, dialogue,
leadership, and pastoral responsibility.



