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= This webinar is in anticipation of a workshop on social analysis for social transformation 

= The idea of the workshop was conceived last year, as we were sharing among JPIC Promoters on 

social analysis. In that occasion I suggested that when working with under-privileged groups and 

communities, social analysis can be a catalyst of hope. On condition, however, that the people 

themselves are involved in the exercise, rather than having social ministers doing it for them. 

= That entails a particular perspective on the use of the methodology of the Pastoral Cycle, namely, 

the care of facilitating it so that the people themselves make use of it. Such facilitation requires 

the use of participatory methods. 

= The workshop will offer an opportunity of going through such experience, or learning 

experientially about participatory methods and the facilitation of social analysis. But that needs 

to be reconnected to the overall methodology of the pastoral cycle, revisited from a participatory 

perspective. That is precisely what I am going to share today. 

 

SLIDE 2 

= My sharing consists of three parts: 

1. Recalling what the Pastor Cycle is and where it comes from 

2.  Reflecting on the potential of the Pastoral Cycle for the requalification of social and pastoral 

ministry, in light of the Encyclical Letter Evangelii gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) 

3. The secrets of a participatory use of the Pastoral Cycle 
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= In this first part, we are going to see: 

- Origins and developments of the Pastoral Cycle 

- The basic structure of the methodology 

- and its major developments 
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= The essence of the PC is the See – Judge – Act method, formally defined in the 1920s by Joseph 

Cardijn, a Belgian priest with a background in social studies, and the movement of the Young 

Christian Workers. They called it “Revision of life”. 

= The Method is later on formally endorsed by Pope John XXIII in his Encyclical Letter Mater et 

Magistra (On Christianity and Social Progress, 1961, No 236 – curiously it is No. 217 in the 

Italian version), who recommends it for responding to social issues. 



= Soon after, this methodology became a characteristic of the movement of Theology of Liberation 

in Latin America, and widely spread and popularised. But there is a particular contribution 

added: Liberation Theology integrated the use of social sciences into theological method, and 

introduced into theological reflection an emphasis on the narrative and theology of Exodus and 

prophetic literature. So the See – Judge – Act pattern now looks like Social Analysis, Theological 

Reflection, and Pastoral planning. 

= In 1980 Joe Holland and Peter Henriot published Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice, in 

which they presented an elaboration of the methodology of the Pastoral Circle. Here we have the 

idea of a cyclical process and the introduction of the articulation of the first step (see) into two 

elements, namely, insertion and social analysis. 

=  Since then the methodology gained ever more popularity and adaptations to various contexts. 

That is why today it is referred to with a variety of names and fashions, featuring 4, 5 or even 6 

steps. But basically, they all refer to the same methodology. 
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= The basic methodology behind all such developments comprises: 

= An element of INSERTION: entering into a situation, making common cause with the people, 

experiencing life from the vantage point of the poor, the marginalised, the excluded. No exercise 

of analysis is neutral; it is influenced from the point of view and the value system. 

= A Step related to SEE: it is about critical observation of life, of reality. It is often assisted with 

tools for social enquiry. It becomes social and cultural analysis, with the help of social sciences. 

= A Step related to JUDGE: this step is about the interpretation of reality in the light of faith. The 

methodology of Revision of Life, for example, envisages a prayerful use of the Bible at this 

stage; also the Social Teaching of the Church is a resource to assist discernment. We saw that 

also Liberation Theology develops here a theological reading of reality.  

= A Step related to ACT: it is about responding to the situation, redressing suffering and distress, 

injustice, structures of sin, and so forth. 
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= In this slide we se how the different versions of the methodology relate to each other: 

- We see the three original, basic steps (See, Judge, Act) 

-  Then the addition of insertion (the fourth element) 

-  and then the articulation of the response in various steps, which actually are all part of the 

action process, but end up standing alone, as specific steps, due to the need to emphasize 

them, to avoid forgetting or underrating them. 

 

SLIDE 7 

How does the methodology operate? 

= It starts with insertion, that is, contact with reality and people as they are, especially the 

excluded, the impoverished. This makes it a very useful to the Religious, since the Consecration 



gives always a mandate to reach out to the poorest and most abandoned. 

With insertion we find out what is happening. 

= Then social and cultural analysis help understanding both the reality, the situation, and people’s 

consciousness, and the way they situate themselves in that situation. The exercise of analysis 

helps to pass from an anecdotal to systemic understanding of reality. It searches for the root 

causes of problems, and for emerging potential, new possibilities. 

With analysis we find out why things are happening. 

= Theological reflection requires listening to the Word and to the Spirit, to perceive God’s presence 

and action in the situation. So as to respond to the invitations of the Spirit, to let ourselves be 

involved in God’s transformative action. Theological reflection is not complete until we make a 

decision about how to respond to the situation. 

 With reflection we find out the meaning of what is happening and our calling in the situation. 

= The response is a process, that may include various aspects: planning, organizing, acquiring 

competences, implementing courses of action, monitoring and evaluating, and finally 

celebrating. 

Through our response we participate in the process of transformation. 
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Let’s now move on to the second part: has the Pastoral Cycle any relevance, today? 

We can respond affirmatively. In fact, it turns out to be a valid resource that can help in fleshing out 

the pastoral renewal advocated by the Encyclical “The Joy of the Gospel”. 
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= Pope Francis summarises with 5 verbs the pastoral approach for a new evangelization. These are: 

taking the initiative, being involved, being supported, bearing fruit, and rejoicing. 

= Taking the initiative: insertion is very much about reaching out to the peripheries.  

=  Being involved:  it is about getting a grip on reality, following the principle that realities are 

more important than ideas (EG 231-233). It also calls for human encounter, building 

relationships, communion with the people, “taking on the smell of the sheep” (EG 24). 

= Being supportive: standing by the people, the marginalised communities, has an empowering 

and transforming outcome. In particular, when the people are helped to go through analysis and 

meaningful reflection, they generally rise to their next level. 

Socio-cultural analysis helps people understand the root causes of their situation and to reclaim 

their own power to transform it.  

Theological reflection includes a significant faith experience in the process, which touches 

people’s heart and consciousness. In fact, it is often here that people reach a turning point of 

transformation. 

= Bearing fruit: people’s response to the problematic situation they have tackled through the PC it 

is not a matter of “problem solving”. The problem will have become an entry point for personal 

and social transformation.  

The PC is an open process that allows the community to make her journey, learn, be transformed, 



and transform her social reality gradually, cycle after cycle, following the invitations and the 

work of the Holy Spirit in history. It is not a blueprint project, rather an open-ended search and 

action process in which spirituality, “conscientization” (i.e. the raising or awakening of critical 

consciousness), and discernment are at its centre. 

= Rejoicing: a cycle of the process is not complete without evaluation and celebration. . 

Celebration brings together all actors of social transformation in an atmosphere of confident joy 

and hope and mutual acceptance. It affirms the presence of God in their human history.  

Celebrations are linked with the memorial of the great initiatives of God in history particularly 

with the supreme one, the resurrection of Jesus, which is the model and the driver, as it were, of 

all transformations. 
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= There are 4 key aspects to the standing by marginalised communities, which call for 

participatory methods: 

= People’s subjectivity: the excluded are meant to be the main agents of their own journey of 

transformation. 

= Overcoming blocks: Brazilian educator Paulo Freire brilliantly explained how situations of 

oppression, structural violence and injustice, deeply affect the oppressed. Such situations tend to 

develop a culture of silence, learned helplessness, apathy, and even horizontal violence that 

divides communities. The dynamics of the PC help overcoming these blocks, especially when 

there is a facilitation that makes use of participatory methods, which help to break allegiance 

with the logic and mechanisms of the oppression and be guided by an alternative vision, new 

attitudes and power relations, cooperation, unity, collective organization. 

= A transforming encounter with the Risen Christ: this is obviously a gift of grace; nonetheless, it 

is important to provide some conducive conditions for people to open up to the possibility of 

such an encounter. That is what tools for facilitating theological reflection are for. 

= The creativity of love: as I said before, the PC is an open journey, not a mechanic technique, 

even though we may utilise various tools to facilitate it. It often starts with crisis situations, 

without having ready-made solutions, facing realities that are overwhelming. Though fragile and 

vulnerable, and limited in all sorts of ways, people together can break through, when they can tap 

the creativity that comes from love. There are participatory methods that evoke humanity in the 

participants, stimulate their power to love, connect them with each other and to the invitations of 

the Holy Spirit. 

= In a nutshell, the facilitation of the PC empowers people through the use of participatory 

methods. Secondly, it has to be very keen in the facilitation of the very sensitive transitions from 

one step to the next of the PC. 
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The third part of this presentation focuses on the secrets in facilitating the PC. These are related to 

the clear consciousness of THREE POINTS: 

- the purpose of each step within the whole cycle 



-  the central task of each step, and  

- the goal that has to be achieved to be able to flow into the next step. 
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INSERTION 

= The core purpose of insertion is to find a good entry point for journeying with people towards 

transformation. 

= The task is to identify the “generative themes” in the community, that is, themes that stir strong 

emotions. Without a generative theme, people do not have the energy, motivation and the 

stamina to break through the condition of dependency, the culture of silence, and the 

internalization of the oppressor. 

= The goal to be achieved, in order to move on to the step of analysis, is to identify the gaps, in 

terms of consciousness and social structures, that prevent people from engaging the situation in a 

constructive way. 
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ANALYSIS 

= The core purpose is to understand critically the bigger picture around the situation the 

community is working on. 

= The task is to unveil oppressive systems and energise the community towards an alternative 

future. 

= The goal to be achieved, in order to move on to the step of reflection, is to identify contradictions 

and dilemmas that the community is facing. These are crucial opportunities for transformative 

learning and for catalysing social transformation. 
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REFLECTION 

= The core purpose is to undertake a spiritual discernment. 

= The task is to help participants explore the different contradicting voices that keep them stalled 

in their dilemma or contradiction, and recognise the invitations of the Holy Spirit. 

= The goal to make a decision that responds to the calling of the Spirit in that situation. 
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RESPONSE 

= It consists in a process that combines action and reflection. 

= The task is to help participants take care of reality and responsibility for the needed change. 

= It is when the community has reached the point of celebrating the life and change that has 

emerged from the cycle that she is ready to relaunch her journey of transformation by initiating 

another cycle 


