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PREFACE 

 
  One Sunday, in 2007, at Mass at Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church, in Or-

mond Beach, Florida, I heard an appeal for mission volunteers from Bishop Thomas 

Wenski.
1
 I responded to his call by contacting Sister Bernadette Mackay O.S.U., the Di-

rector of the Mission office at the Diocese of Orlando. A few months later, I was in the 

bed of a pick-up truck as it ascended a steep mountain path made of nothing but dirt and 

rock. My destination was La Cucarita, a remote town in the Cordillera Central Mountains 

of the Dominican Republic, near the border of Haiti. 

La Cucarita proved to be a liminal place for me, a place where I crossed a thresh-

old into a new and unfamiliar reality. Before I arrived in La Cucarita, I could have never 

imagined that people could express so much joy and happiness while living in a cultural 

context marked by extreme poverty. La Cucaritan reality ultimately changed my life be-

cause I was forced to confront a paradox I did not understand. 

I could not understand how everyday experiences caused me to sometimes feel 

like I had “encountered God” through interactions with joyful, hospitable people, or, 

through the contemplation of the natural landscape.
2
 I also struggled to understand how I 

could feel the presence of God in a cultural context marked by a lack of material re-

sources like water and electricity. Such a lack of resources necessary for daily life pro-

voked in me a sense that: “This should not be!” Something was “not right.” Seven years 

                                                 
1
 Wenski is now Archbishop of Miami. 

2
 What I mean when I say “I encountered God” is analogous to the way in which Karl Rahner, S.J. 

spoke as if he were Ignatius of Loyola speaking to a modern Jesuit: “I encountered God; I have experienced 

him.” For more see, Karl Rahner, Ignatius of Loyola Speaks, trans. Annemarie S. Kidder, (St. Augustine’s 

Press: South Bend, Indiana, 2013), 6-9. 
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later, in my Ph.D. program, I learned that I had what Edward Schillebeeckx describes as a 

“negative contrast experience.” LaReine-Marie Mosely writes that, for Schillebeeckx, a 

negative contrast experience is something that has the power to evoke not only “outrage 

at excessive human suffering,” but also “protest and eventual praxis to ameliorate and 

end the suffering.”
3
 

As my mission work came to an end, the paradox of Cucarita remained a puzzle I 

could not solve. After I returned to Florida, I reflected on my mission experience and re-

alized that my “social imaginary” had been annihilated.
4
 Charles Taylor explains that a 

social imaginary is the way people “imagine their social existence, how they fit together 

with others,” and how things ought to go.
5
 The paradoxical reality of Cucarita had annihi-

                                                 
3
 For more on this topic see LaReine-Marie Mosely, “Negative Contrast Experience: An Ignatian 

Appraisal,” Horizons 41, no. 1 (2014): 74-95. What is central to Schillebeeckx's claim is when individuals 

and communities face evil and suffering—their own and that of others—the universal pre-religious re-

sponse is “This cannot be allowed to continue!” What is most crucial about Schillebeeckx’s argument for 

my present and future work is that the feeling of pre-religious indignation becomes the “specific starting 

point for ethics.”  

4
 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

2007), 171-2. In Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2009), James K.A. Smith writes that, in regard to the phrase “social imaginary,” Taylor 

acknowledges his debt to Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1991), 65n46. 

5
 Taylor, A Secular Age, 171. Commenting on Taylor’s concept, James K.A. Smith suggests that 

the imagination (an imaginary) is a “quasi-faculty whereby we construe the world on a precognitive level, 

on a register that is fundamentally aesthetic precisely because it is so closely tied to the body. As embodied 

creatures, our orientation to the world begins from, and lives off of, the fuel of our bodies, including the 

‘images’ of the world that are absorbed by our bodies.” Heuristically, then, the “imagination” (an imagi-

nary) names a kind of faculty that is kinesthetic because it is closely tied to the body and how we make 

sense of our world. For more see, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids: Baker Ac-

ademic, 2013), 17-19n37, n38.  
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lated my desire to pursue the social imaginary I associated with the “American Dream.”
6
 

Ultimately, my experience in Cucarita forced me to question my ideals and my goals. 

And, soon thereafter, I realized I no longer wanted to be a postmodern American whose 

“idiosyncratic preferences are their own justifications” for happiness.
7
 

 The change I underwent could be described as a metanoia, a conversion where my 

“eyes were opened” and my “former world faded and fell away.”
8
 La Cucarita had not 

only opened my eyes to real social injustice but also to a new vision of happiness. I felt 

compelled to act, I felt inspired to do something. But, what? I chose to pursue graduate 

studies in theology.  

 After I earned a master's degree in Theology at Xavier University in Cincinnati, I en-

rolled in a Practical Theology Ph.D. program at St. Thomas University in Miami, Florida. 

In Miami, I learned that my vocation is to be a Catholic theologian, ethicist, and educator. 

As a Catholic theological ethicist, I believe one of my primary professional goals is to 

                                                 
6
 James K.A. Smith argues that the modern American social imaginary is conditioned by a narra-

tive of autonomy that indicates that one gives oneself (autos) the law (nomos). Such a picture rejects “het-

eronomy,” the idea that the law comes from another (heteros). For more, see James K.A. Smith, Desiring 

the Kingdom, 175n50. 

7
 Joseph A. Tetlow, “The Most Postmodern Prayer: American Jesuit Identity and the Examen of 

Conscience, 1920-1990,” Studies in the Spirituality of Jesuits 26, no.1 (1994): 33. 

8
 Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 130. A 

richer description of Lonergan’s insight is that conversion is “a transformation of the subject and his world. 

Normally it is a prolonged process though its explicit acknowledgement may be concentrated in a few mo-

mentous judgments or decisions.” And, “conversion, as lived, affects all of a man’s conscious and inten-

tional operations. It directs his gaze, pervades his imagination…it enriches his understanding, guides his 

judgments, reinforces his decisions.” 130-131. 



 

 xii 

teach young adults that the Catholic Church turned from an “ahistorical”
9
 methodological 

“habitus”
10

 and toward a praxis-based methodology that interprets “historical reality”
11

 as 

a locus theologicus, especially the reality of the poor, whom Ignacio Ellacuria names the 

“crucified people.”
12

 And, derivative of this aim, I strive to teach students how to master 

the craft of using a theological method to make a critical moral choice of siding with the 

poor in a civic and political context. 

 To meet these learning goals, I designed a methodology that draws mostly from Car-

dinal Joseph Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method and Joe Holland and Peter Henriot’s Pasto-

                                                 
9
 "Ahistorical" means lacking historical perspective (consciousness). To contrast “ahistorical” and 

“historical” styles of theologizing, the phrases “a priori” and “a posteriori” may help illuminate the differ-

ence. While the situation is more complicated than simple contrast, a priori methods generate knowledge 

independent of experience, in the case of deduction from pure reason (e.g., ontological proofs). A posteriori 

knowledge is dependent on experience or empirical evidence, as with most aspects of science and personal 

knowledge. Ahistorical methods of theologizing would be analogous to a priori methods, while “historical” 

forms of theologizing would follow an a posteriori approach. 

10
 Habitus is defined by Pierre Bourdieu as “systems of durable, transposable disposi-

tions…structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, principles of the gen-

eration and structuring of practices.” 72n1. In the explanatory footnote, Bourdieu adds that habitus “desig-

nates a way of being.” 214n1. For more see Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 1977). 

11
 Ignacio Ellacuria claims that "historical reality" is the proper object of philosophy and theology. 

Ellacuria explains that “historical reality is the ‘last stage of reality’ in which the material, biological, sen-

tient, personal, and social dimensions of reality are all made present in human history, and ‘where all of 

reality is assumed into the social realm of freedom.’” For more on this see Robert Lassalle-Klein’s Blood 

and Ink: Ignacio Ellacuria, Jon Sobrino, and The Jesuit Martyrs of the University of Central America, 

(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2014), 196-7. It is also important to note that “historical reality” needs further 

qualification in regard to how reality is produced by systems as well as the achievements of individuals. 

12
 Ellacuria writes that “what is meant by ‘crucified people’ here is that collective body, which as 

the majority of humankind owes its situation of crucifixion to the way society is organized and maintained 

by a minority that exercises its dominion through a series of factors, which taken together and given their 

concrete impact within history, must be regarded as sin.” For more see, Kevin Burke, The Ground Beneath 

the Cross: The Theology of Ignacio Ellacuria, (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2000), 

181n16. 



 

 xiii 

ral Circle Method.
13

 My methodology, what I refer to as eschatopraxis,
14

 also aims to 

build on the work of David Tracy, who is recognized as one of the first Cathoolic theolo-

gians in the United States to develop a “practical theology.” While Tracy claims that 

there are three types of theology “fundamental, systematic,” and “practical,” my project 

only aims to build on Tracy’s practical theological approach.
15

 It is not that I do not rec-

ognize the importance of “fundamental theology” with its focus on “dialectic and meta-

physics,” or the importance of “systematic theology” with its focus on “hermeneutics, 

rhetoric, and poetics.” It was simply necessary to limit the scope of my work to a sole 

focus on “practical theology” since my primary pedagogical aim is to bring “ethics and 

politics” into dialogue with classic Christian texts ranging from the bible to Catholic So-

cial Teaching.
16

 By structuring my work in such a way I am able to help students focus 

on ethical and political problems in a way that emphasizes “critical reflections to encour-

                                                 
13

 My pedagogical project also builds on the teaching theories and practices of other scholars. The 

work of Thomas Groome is foundational to my project. Also, my focus on the crucified people is similar to 

the way Miguel de la Torre focuses on Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2014). 

And, like Christina Astorga, I argue for an ethical methodology that is rooted in Christian scripture and 

takes its point of departure in context-dependent sociocultural experience. For more see her Catholic Moral 

Theology and Social Ethics: A New Method. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2014). 

14
 Carl E. Braaten, Eschatology and Ethics: Essays on the Theology and Ethics of the Kingdom of 

God, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing, 1975), 121; 141. 

15
 For more on Tracy’s descriptions of the “three disciplines of theology; fundamental, systematic, 

and practical” see, David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Plu-

ralism, (New York: Crossroad, 1986), 54-59. 

16
 David Tracy, “The Foundations of Practical Theology,” in Practical Theology, ed. Don Brown-

ing, (New York: Harper and Row, 1983), 81. 
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age the capacity named phronesis, that is, prudent understanding of variable situtions” 

with a view as to what ought to be done.
17

 

 My practical theological methodology, for example, first asks students to question the 

bias and prejudice that each uses to mediate their understanding of reality. After this first 

movement I teach students how to: gather empirical and ethnographic data about a pre-

sent sociopolitical or economic reality with the goal of developing new cultural and his-

torical knowledge in an interdisciplinary way; question and judge these realities with a 

critical eschatological hermeneutic, specifically through reflection on the Bible and clas-

sic texts from the Christian tradition; and, transform the critically integrated knowledge 

into ethical Christian action. In other words, my goal is to open students’ eyes to histori-

cal realities they are unaware of; then juxtapose this reality to what Charles Taylor may 

say is Jesus’ social imaginary: “the Kingdom of God.” By focusing on the eschatological 

wisdom related to Jesus phrase “Kingdom of God” students are able to learn how to ques-

tion what actions ought to be embodied to show solidarity with the poor and outcast, ac-

tions that embody what Jon Sobrino calls the bonum morale (moral good) of Christian 

morality.
18

 Lastly, in this dissertation I do not pursue a detailed explanation of my peda-

gogy but intend to do so in a future publication.  

                                                 
17

 Tracy, “The Foundations of Practical Theology,” 73. 

18
 Jon Sobrino, Jesus in Latin America, (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1987), 140-145. 
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Introduction 

 In this dissertation, I argue that in the twentieth century the Catholic Church made an 

epoch-defining magisterial, philosophical, and theological turn from an “ahistorical” 

methodological “habitus” and toward a praxis-based methodology that interprets “histori-

cal reality,” especially the reality of the poor, as a locus theologicus. In support of this 

claim I will review the contributions of a range of twentieth-century Catholic philoso-

phers, theologians, and members of the Magisterium, all of whom lived and worked in 

Western Europe, Latin America, and North America.
1
 I present the documentation in 

three parts.  

 In Part I, Chapter 1, I highlight three figures whose work is foundational to the Catho-

lic Church’s initial turn toward the interpretation of historical reality as a locus theologi-

cus. First, I discuss Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903), specifically his encyclical letter Rerum 

Novarum, and his focus on the plight of poor Western European workers affected by the 

Industrial Revolution. I then explain that Maurice Blondel (1861-1949) developed a phi-

losophy of action to overcome the “ahistorical” Catholic philosophical habitus rooted in 

Neoscholastic Thomism. I conclude Chapter 1 with an analysis of Rev. Joseph Cardijn 

(1882-1967), his See-Judge-Act method, and its praxis-based methodology. In Part I, 

Chapter 2, I show that Pope John XXIII canonized Cardijn’s method in his encyclical let-

ter Mater et Magistra. I also explain how developments at the Second Ecumenical Coun-

cil of the Vatican added further canonical weight to Cardijn’s method since it was used to 

construct the Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Contemporary World, better 

                                                 
1
 This study does not include additional and important contributions from philosophers, theologi-

ans, and magisterial voices in Africa and Asia, due to my limited knowledge of these regions of the world.  
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known by the first words of its Latin text, Gaudium et Spes. I conclude Chapter 2 with a 

discussion of how Pope Paul VI confirmed the canonization of Cardijn’s method, the turn 

to praxis, and the interpretation of poverty as a locus theologicus.  

 In Part II, Chapter 3, I document how the Latin American Episcopal Conference and 

Latin American liberation theologians draw from Cardijn’s method to develop a praxis-

based methodology to interpret the historical reality of Latin America as a locus theologi-

cus. In Chapter 3, I also show that, as a result of the turn to praxis, the Latin American 

Church made an epoch-defining turn toward a preferential option for the poor.
2
 In chapter 

4, I explain how Basque Jesuit theologian, and long-time resident in El Salvador, Ignacio 

Ellacuria (1930-1989) built on the work of his teachers Karl Rahner (1904-1984) and 

Xavier Zubiri (1898-1983), as well as the work of his friend Archbishop Oscar Romero 

(1917-1980), to argue for a preferential option for the “crucified people” of El Salvador.
3
 

                                                 
2
 The origins of a Christian preference for the poor can be found in the words and actions of Jesus 

as described in the Bible. The origins of an option for the poor within contemporary papal teaching began 

with Pope Leo XIII. In his 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of Labor) Leo XIII claimed 

that the state “should safeguard the rights of all citizens, especially the weaker, particularly workers, wom-

en, and children.” (no. 15) An option for the poor was elevated in papal teaching by Pope Paul VI, particu-

lary in Populorum Progressio. The phrase “preferential option for the poor” gained theological traction 

with the Latin American Magisterium at post-conciliar meetings of the Consejo Episcopal Latinoamerica-

no (CELAM) at Medellin, Colombia (1968), Puebla, Mexico (1979), Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic 

(1992), and Aparecida, Brazil (2014). Thus, the “preferential option for the poor” has since become a leit-

motif in Catholic social thought on the level of the Magisterium, in social theology and ethics, and in much 

of the Church’s pastoral discourse.” For more see David Hollenbach, “Commentary on Gaudium et spes,” 

in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, Kenneth R. Himes, O.f.M, ed.  

(Georgetown University Press: Washington D.C., 2005), 287. 

3
 According to Ellacuria, the reality of the crucified people is the principal sign of the times that 

Christians must “become aware of,” “grasp what is at stake,” and “take charge of” in order to change what 

is counter to Jesus’ notion of the Kingdom of God. For more see, Lassalle-Klein, Blood and Ink, 221n104, 

n105, n106. 
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 In Part III, Chapter 5, I argue that the methodological turn to praxis, and historical 

reality as a locus theologicus actually spurs the development of Catholic practical theolo-

gy. To support my argument I will first discuss how practical theology emerges in Catho-

lic discourse with the work of Karl Rahner, and how Rahner’s position is advanced by his 

student Johann Baptist Metz. Second, I present how practical theology has been described 

in a U.S. context, particularly in the work of David Tracy, Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, 

and Thomas Groome. I conclude the chapter with an examination of how a practical theo-

logical approach is presently embodied by Pope Francis.  

The State of the Question 

 Why study theological method and methodology?
4
 Moreover, how can a dissertation 

on method and methodology help students and instructors in Catholic high schools, col-

leges, and universities? Allow me to explain.  

 My experience as a high school theology teacher and university religious studies pro-

fessor has taught me that if you ask most young adult Catholic Americans “Where is God 

found?,” typical answers may include “up there,” “in here,” “everywhere,” or, “in the Eu-

charist.” Rarely is “the poor,” “the land,” or “a mountain” the first response given by a 

student when asked “where is God found.” My experience teaching students who have 

been formed with such theological habits helped me see the need to teach students how to 

use a praxis-based theological method in order to develop critical thinking skills in regard 

to socioeconomic, political, environmental, and historical realities. 

                                                 
4
 The English word “method” is derived from the Greek “met hodos,” which means “the way,” or 

“path.” The English word “methodology” is derived from the Greek “meta hodos,” which refers to the in-

tellectual logic underlying how a method proceeds. 
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 To begin, however, I take for granted that most students cannot define praxis. Hence, 

one of the initial movements of my pedagogy is to provide a brief history of praxis in 

classical and modern contexts, both philosophical and theological. And, because it is 

germane to my thesis, it is also necessary that I provide a history of praxis in this “Intro-

duction.” 

 Praxis: Philosophical Interpretations 

 Academic discussions of praxis generally include Aristotle and Karl Marx, so let us 

now review how they understood it. Richard J. Bernstein explains “The Greek term 

‘praxis’ has an ordinary meaning that roughly corresponds to the ways in which we now 

commonly speak of ‘action’ or ‘doing,’ and it is frequently translated into English as 

‘practice.’”
5
 According to Bernstein, Aristotle used praxis “to signify the sciences and 

arts that deal with the activities characteristic of man’s ethical and political life.”
6
 Aristo-

tle also differentiates praxis from “theoria,” which “signifies those sciences and activities 

that are concerned with knowing for its own sake.”
7
 Moreover, Aristotle also makes a 

“distinction between ‘poesis’ and ‘praxis,’” where the former is distinguished as activi-

ties and disciplines which are primarily a form of making or the production of an artifact 

(building a house, writing a play).
8
 In the end, Aristotle’s argument is that there are three 

distinct ways of relating intelligently to life, each having a different telos, that is, a differ-

                                                 
5
 Richard Bernstein, Praxis & Action: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity, (Philadel-

phia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971), xiii. 

6
 Bernstein, Praxis & Action, xiii. 

7
 Bernstein, Praxis & Action, xiii. 

8
 Bernstein, Praxis & Action, xiii-xiv. 
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ent goal:
9
 1) theoria (a speculative life of contemplation and reflection); 2) praxis (a prac-

tical life lived in a political context); and 3) poiesis (a productive life devoted to making 

artifacts or artistic endeavors).
10

 But, why is Aristotle’s differentiation of praxis from 

theoria and poeisis significant? 

 Joe Holland explains that for Plato, Aristotle’s teacher, “truth was not discovered 

through investigation of the sensate material world,” but, rather, through theoria, “the 

rationalist intuition of abstract intellectual ideas, usually translated in English as 

‘forms.’”
11

 And, “The truth of these forms” could be “ethically ‘applied’ from higher ra-

tional heights to the lower and limited material world.”
12

 According to Holland, this 

meant that “for the Platonic tradition, ethics implicitly involves two methodological mo-

ments: (1) the articulation of moral ‘axioms’ (abstract ‘values’ or ‘ideals’) based on intel-

ligible forms; and (2) the application of these ideals to the less real world.
13

 

 Holland explains that "in contrast, for Aristotle the material world, known through the 

senses, was the only source of our knowledge, and so the search for abstract truth grew 

only out of concrete knowledge of the real world.”
14

 For Holland, this means that Aristo-

tle made a “distinction, not found in Plato, between theoretical reason and practical rea-

                                                 
9
 Thomas Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision, (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 1980), 153. 

10
 Groome, Christian Religious Education,153. 

11
 Joe Holland, “Introduction,” The Pastoral Circle Revisited: A Critical Quest for Truth and 

Transformation. eds. Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot, Rodrigo Mejia, (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2005), 10. 

12
 Holland, “Introduction,” 10-11. 

13
 Holland, “Introduction,” 11. 

14
 Holland, “Introduction,” 11 
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son.”
15

 Unlike Plato, Aristotle approached ethics via three methodological moments: (1) 

rational-empirical study of reality; (2) reflection on reality by way of general moral prin-

ciples stemming from historical traditions and careful observations; and (3) prudential 

recommendations on how to act according to right reason.
16

 But, why is the difference 

between Platonic and Aristotelian philosophical ethics crucial to understand? 

 In the twentieth-century there was a philosophical resurgence of Aristotelian praxis, 

strongly influenced by German philosopher Karl Marx. Richard Bernstein explains that 

“praxis is the central concept in Marx’s outlook,” and “it is the basis for comprehending 

what Marx meant by ‘revolutionary practice.’”
17

 Bernstein adds that Marx’s focus on 

praxis is first and foremost a response to the work of German philosopher Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel. Hegel’s notion of Geist (Spirit) “fascinated and deeply influenced 

Marx.”
18

 However, Marx was critical of Hegel’s philosophical project because he 

claimed that it failed to comprehend existing political institutions.
19

 To go beyond He-

gel’s limited claim that “the task of philosophy is to interpret the world,”
20

 Marx added 

“the point is to change the world.”
21

 Marx’s critique of Hegel was therefore focused on 
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Hegel's limiting of philosophy to theoria. For Marx, theoria “is nothing but the articula-

tion of the rationality ingredient in praxis.”
22

 

 Bernstein explains that Marx’s understanding of praxis does, however, build on He-

gel’s idea that human “self-development” is “a process” that is “the result of humanity's 

own work.”
23

 In other words, what humans produce are not accidental by-products; they 

are the objectification and the concrete expression of what the human is.
24

 Thus, echoing 

the Hegelian claim that the self is what it does, Marx maintained that “the very nature or 

character of a human is determined by what one does or one's praxis, and one's products 

are concrete embodiments of this activity.”
25

  

 A second crucial aspect of Marx’s understanding of praxis is his acceptance of He-

gel’s principle that a correct theoretical analysis of politics and political economy must 

involve a practical-critical understanding of existing institutions.
26

 Marx’s view of praxis 

therefore crystallizes as a “practical-critical” activity that becomes “revolutionary prac-

tice”
27

 with the goal of transforming the world. The key takeaway is that “Marx does not 

begin,” as does the Platonic method, “with a vision or norm of what ought to be, and then 

proceed to criticize what is, in light of this norm. His position (and Hegel’s) is critical of 

this Kantian bias.”
28
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 Lassalle-Klein notes that Kantian idealism and epistemology later becomes problem-

atic in the theology of Latin American liberation theologian Clodovis Boff, specifically in 

his description of the relationship of theology and praxis. Lassalle-Klein notes that, fol-

lowing Kant, Clodivis Boff speaks of "the (practical) 'leap' to span the gulf dividing theo-

ry and praxis corresponding to the (epistemological) 'leap' in the opposite direction, from 

praxis to theory."
29

 Thus, like Kant, “Boff argues that theological reason constructs its 

object, beginning with ‘the concept (Begriff) [which] seizes its object only theoretically 

that is in its ideal form.’ Like Kant, Boff problematically both asserts and denies access 

to "the 'real,' the concrete," or the 'thing in itself.'"
30

  Consequently, theological reason is 

given the job of the Kantian "epistemological vigilance in order to avoid an oblique rela-

tionship of terms … pertaining to two distinct orders...(theological) theory and (social) 

praxis."
31

  

 Contra Platonic and Kantian approaches, Marx’s method, following Aristotle, begins 

with a critical understanding of present institutions, which carries “important metaphysi-

cal and epistemological implications”
32

 in regard to overcoming “the dichotomy of the 

“is” and the “ought.”
33

 Marx’s position on praxis, and the critical understanding of politi-

cal institutions, is integral to later developments in various theological contexts, particu-
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larly Latin American liberation theology. But, first, let us look at a forerunner to modern 

forms of praxis in a theological context. 

Praxis: Theological Interpretations 

 The Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) are an early modern exam-

ple of a praxis-based methodology that takes as its point of departure a person’s life (his-

torical reality) and integrates the lived wisdom of Christian tradition, in order to facilitate 

discernment about how to live a life that embodies the ethos of Jesus Christ. Ignatius’ 

himself explained that the Spiritual Exercises are a method: “By the term Spiritual Exer-

cises we mean every method of examination of conscience, meditation, contemplation, 

vocal or mental prayer” that is used as “means of preparing and disposing our soul to rid 

itself of all its disordered affections and the, after their removal, seeking and finding 

God’s will in the ordering of our life for the salvation of our soul.”
34

 Ignatius adds that 

the “Spiritual Exercises” therefore rely on “the acts of the intellect in reasoning and of the 

will in eliciting acts of the affections.”
35

 In contemporary language, Matthew Ashley de-

scribes the Exercises as a “systematic method for the practice of spirituality” because 

they are structured with a distinct perspective, like the “one given by critical social theo-

ry, from which persons can critically contextualize their understanding of God’s saving 

love and work in and for their own historical situation.”
36

  

                                                 
34

 George Ganss, S.J., ed. Ignatius of Loyola: The Spiritual Exercises and Selected Works, (New 

York: Paulist Press, 1991). 121. 

35
 Ganss, Ignatius of Loyola, 122. 

36
 J. Matthew Ashley, “Ignacio Ellacuria and the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola,” 

Theological Studies, (61/1: March 2000), 19 and 25. 



 

 xxiv 

 To facilitate the methodical reflection he aimed for, Ignatius parceled the Exercises 

into “Four Weeks.” Ganss writes that “The First Week consists of exercises characteristic 

of the purgative way….It views the whole history of sin and its consequences,” as a 

“wrecking of God’s plan for human beings endowed with the freedom to give or refuse 

cooperation.”
37

 And “it includes the exercitant’s own role in this history,” which requires 

the exercitant's “intellect, will, imagination, and emotions” to come into play.
38

 Ganss 

adds “The Second Week presents exercises proper to the illuminative way, the acquiring 

of virtues in imitation of Christ.” And, “The spirit of the week is set by means of an open-

ing contemplation on Christ’s call to participate with him in spreading his Kingdom.”
39

 

Week Two also is where Ignatius locates the “Two Standards” meditation, respectively of 

Jesus Christ and of Satan, that helps exercitants consider whether they have been trying 

to serve “two masters” (Matt. 6:24).
40

 The Third and Fourth Weeks bring contemplations 

characteristic of the unitive or perfective way: activities to establish habitual and intimate 

union with God, through Christ.
41

 During the Third Week, the exercitant associates him-

self or herself closely with Christ in his sufferings, and, during the Fourth Week, in his 

joys.
42
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 In the 1970’s, Ignacio Ellacuria S.J. used Saint Ignatius’ Exercises to help Jesuits and 

other interested parties to “historicize” the insights of Medellin in El Salvador.
43

 For El-

lacuria, historicization has two primary meanings.
44

 First, historicization refers to the 

transformative power that human praxis exerts over the historical and natural dimensions 

of reality.
45

 Second, historicization includes “demonstrating the impact of certain con-

cepts within a particular context.”
46

  

 Robert Lasalle-Klein explains that Ellacuria historicized the Exercises to help Jesuit 

novices “make what is historical the essential dimension of the structure of the Christian 

encounter with God.”
47

 In other words, Ellacuria thought that because the Exercises 

“turned their attention to historical, personal, and circumstantial signs” they “can [help 

retreatants to] discover” how the word of God is, or is not, acting “concretely” in a par-

ticular historical reality.
48

 Lassalle-Klein explains “this distinction reflects Ellacuria’s 

high regard for the Exercises as a critical tool for discerning whether a given sign of the 

times is a reflection of grace or the anti-kingdom.”
49

 

 Lassalle-Klein claims that “Ellacuria’s treatment of the meditations of the Second 

Week of the Exercises and the Ignatian theme of contemplation in action” exemplifies the 

notion of historicization.
50

 Citing Rahner, Ellacuria asserts that this is precisely why the 
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Exercises constitute “a method to find a will of God that cannot be deduced from univer-

sal principles.”
51

 Lasalle-Klein adds that Ellacuria believed the historical aspect of the 

Exercises was the perfect vehicle for those seeking to answer “the challenge that the Lat-

in American Church had set itself at Medellin: to read the signs of the times in the light of 

the gospel in its own specific reality, and to respond adequately to them.”
52

 Perhaps El-

lacuria's most important insight is that the Exercises help one’s life become a living sign 

of the action of the word of God in history.
53

 In other words, Ellacuria believed the Exer-

cises can be used to embody a “historical continuation” or a “progressive historicization” 

of the historical mission of Jesus “governed by ‘the spirit of Christ’” rather than reflect-

ing a naive ahistorical attempt to simply recapitulate the historical details of the life of 

Jesus.
54

 What drives Ellacuria to take such a historical approach? 

 From his early intellectual formation till his martydom Ellacuria sustained a critique 

of Western spirituality as ahistorical because he thought it mistakenly assigned priority to 

Platonic theoria over praxis which made it almost “impossible to fully unleash the power 

of ... contemplation in action, both generally speaking, and in its specifically Ignatian 

form.”
55

 Thus, by “historicizing” the Exercises, Ellacuria moved beyond a contemplation 

of God in things toward an approach that finds “God in all things by laboring in the midst 

of all things.”
56
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 In addition to Ellacuria’s historicization of Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises, another ex-

emplary praxis-based theological methodology emerged from modern Western Europe. 

In Belgium, at the turn of the twentieth century, priest and activist Joseph Cardijn (later 

Cardinal) pioneered the See-Judge-Act method to help young Christian workers question 

the reality that emerged out of the context of the Industrial Revolution, and judge said 

reality with sources stemming from the Christian intellectual tradition, to help workers 

create strategies for action that would transform society.  

 Some have argued that Cardijn's See-Judge-Act method is based on Thomas Aquinas’ 

description of the virtue of prudence. For example, in Laymen, Vatican II's Decree on the 

Apostolate of the Laity: Text and commentary, Dominican writer Francis Wendell OP 

states, “The See, Judge, Act method, conceived by Thomas Aquinas, activated by Cardi-

nal Cardijn, and canonized by Pope John XXIII, is indeed a continuing process and a dis-

covery that is invaluable to the layman. It keeps the person with his feet in the order of 

reality and his head and heart in the realm of faith.”
57

 Stefan Gigacz notes that Aquinas 

does divide prudence into three parts: (1) Foresight (See); (2) Comparison/Counsel 

(Judgement); and, (3) Choice or act of the will (Act).
58

 Whether or not Cardijn explicitly 
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drew from the well of Aquinas is unknown, but the similarity does indeed make the ar-

gument plausible.  

 Regardless of its origins, Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method became foundational to 

Catholic theology in the twentieth century -- as this study will later document. First, it 

was approved by Pope Pius XI, then canonized by Pope John XXIII in Mater et Magis-

tra. Vatican Council II added canonical weight to Cardijn’s method when it was used to 

construct Gaudium et Spes. Then Pope Paul VI confirmed the canonization of Cardijn’s 

method when he used it to craft his theological analysis of poverty in various encyclicals 

and letters. After Vatican II, Latin American bishops and theologians contextualized 

Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method at successive meetings of the Consejo Episcopal Lati-

noamericano (CELAM), known in English as the Episcopal Conference of Latin Ameri-

can. What also emerged from the Latin American turn to Cardijn’s method, and praxis-

based methodologies, was a prophetic call for a preferential option for the poor. In addi-

tion to the Latin American development of Cardijn’s method, U.S. theologians like Joe 

Holland reinterpreted the See-Judge-Act method as the praxis-based pastoral circle in the 

context of social activism and higher education.
59

 And, Pope Francis has also recently 

used Cardijn’s method to highlight the need for a praxis-based approach to issues con-

cerning our common home in the encyclical Laudato Si. 

 In the next section, I explain how the remaining chapters unfold an analysis of vari-

ous philosophical, theological, and magisterial figures who contribute to the epoch-
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defining Catholic turn toward theological methods grounded in a praxis-based methodol-

ogy that interprets historical reality, especially poverty, as a locus theologicus.
 

Chapter Development 

 The dissertation is divided into five chapters, which I parcel into three parts. The ra-

tionale for the division is based on my argument that the development of the turn to prax-

is and the interpretation of historical reality as a locus theologicus began in pre-conciliar 

Western Europe, was later developed in post-conciliar Latin America, and has flourished 

in various contexts as “practical theology.” 

 In Chapter 1, I show that a member of the Magisterium, a lay Catholic philosopher, 

and activist priest, prepared the foundation for what became the conciliar and post-

conciliar canonical turn to praxis-based methodologies that interpret historical reality, 

especially the reality faced by the poor, as a locus theologicus. First among these figures 

is Pope Leo XIII, who turned the church toward social questions such as economics, la-

bor, and the rights of poor workers. Second, I turn to lay French philosopher Maurice 

Blondel to retrieve insights from his L’Action (1893), Letter on Apologetics (1896), and 

History and Dogma (1903). These texts show that at the beginning of the twentieth centu-

ry Blondel sparked a change in Catholic philosophical methodology through his critique 

of Neoscholastic Thomism and his focus on action and history. Third, I present the work 

of activist priest, and later Cardinal, Joseph Cardijn, whose See-Judge-Act method, with 

its praxis-based methodology, became the canonical foundation of the Catholic Church’s 

epoch-defining turn to historical reality as a locus theologicus. 

 In Chapter 2, I draw from the work of Saint Pope John XXIII and Pope Paul VI to 

show how the Magisterium canonized Cardijn’s method and the turn to praxis. To sup-



 

 xxx 

port my claim, I appeal to Mater et Magistra (1961) and Pacem in Terris (1963). I also 

include a discussion of how Cardijn’s method was used, at Vatican Councill II, by those 

who drafted “Schema XIII” -- the document that became Gaudium et Spes. I conclude by 

presenting the work of Pope Paul VI to show how he appropriated Cardijn’s See-Judge-

Act method to turn to poverty as a locus theologicus in in Populorum Progressio (1967) 

and Octogesima Adveniens (1971). 

 In Chapter 3, I discuss how members of the Episcopal Conference of Latin America 

[Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano] contextualized Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method to 

interpret historical reality in Latin America as a locus theologicus. I show that the Latin 

American turn to Cardijn’s method first appeared in the documents produced at Medellin, 

Colombia (1968), then in the document produced at Puebla, Mexico (1979), and, again at 

Aparecida, Brazil (2007). In addition, I compare and contrast the work of Gustavo 

Gutierrez and Clodovis Boff to show that Latin American theologians also used praxis-

based theological methodologies to interpret historical reality as a locus theologicus. 

What I argue is unique about the Latin American bishops and theologians’ use of 

Cardijn’s method and the turn to praxis is that it turned the mission of the Catholic 

Church toward a preferential option for the poor. 

 In Chapter 4, I argue that Ignacio Ellacuria embodied the epoch-defining Catholic 

philosophical and theological turn to praxis in El Salvador. First, I show that Ellacuria 

built on the work of his teachers Karl Rahner and Xavier Zubiri, as well as the work of 

his friend Archbishop Oscar Romero. I then argue that Ellacuria’s praxis-based method-

ology inspired him to see the people of El Salvador as the “crucified people whose cruci-
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fixion is the product of actions in history.”
60

 I conclude the chapter with an analysis of 

the work of Jon Sobrino, since he is the most important commentator on the work of his 

confrere Ellacuria. 

 In Chapter 5, I claim that the canonization of Cardijn’s method and the turn to a prax-

is-based theological methodology that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus 

initiates the discourse and practice of what is called "Catholic practical theology." To 

support this claim, I first describe how Catholic discussions of practical theology origi-

nated in the work of Karl Rahner. Second, I show how Johannes Baptist Metz built on the 

work of Rahner, his teacher, by suggesting practical theology turn to praxis instead of 

relying on Transcendental Thomism. Third, to show the development of practical theolo-

gy in the United States I appeal to various sources including David Tracy, Joe Holland 

and Peter Henriot, and Thomas Groome. I conclude by showing that Pope Francis, specif-

ically through his writings in Evangelii Gaudium (2013) and Laudato Si’ (2015), explicit-

ly draws from Cardijn’s praxis-based theological methodology to interpret the reality of 

poverty and the natural environment as loci theologici.
61

 

 In the conclusion, I present a summary of my argument and reassert that it is plausible 

to argue that what links all the figures is that they all make a turn to a form of practical 
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theology, a turn toward a form of theology with a praxis-based methodology that inter-

prets historical reality, especially the reality of the poor, as a locus theologicus. 
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PART I 

WESTERN EUROPEAN FOUNDATIONS 

 

 



 

 1 

CHAPTER 1 

THE TURN TO THE POOR, HISTORICAL REALITY,  

AND METHODS OF PRAXIS: 

POPE LEO XIII, MAURICE BLONDEL, AND REV. JOSEPH CARDIJN 

 

Overview 

 Pope Leo XIII, lay philosopher Maurice Blondel, and Rev. Joseph Cardijn (later Car-

dinal) are among the many late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Western European 

Catholic figures who turned the Church away from a methodological habitus that could 

be characterized as “anti-modern” and “ahistorical” and toward a praxis-based methodol-

ogy that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus.
1
 

 To provide support for this claim, I first present a historical overview of 19th century 

Catholicism in order to contextualize the work of the three aforementioned figures. Then, 

I analyze the primary contribution of Pope Leo XIII. I show how Leo, particularly 

through his encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891), initiated a turn from an “anti-modern” 

and “ahistorical” ecclesial outlook toward one focused on the historical reality experi-

enced by poor workers affected by the Industrial Revolution. Second, I analyze three key 
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contributions by French philosopher Maurice Blondel: L’Action (1893), the Letter on 

Apologetics (1896), and History and Dogma (1904).
2
 I claim that Blondel’s critique of 

the classic Thomistic philosophical habitus of the Catholic Church facilitated the turn to-

ward a more historical philosophical methodology. Third, I examine the work of Joseph 

Cardijn, Catholic priest and activist (later Cardinal), who developed the praxis-based See-

Judge-Act method to help young Catholic workers understand the historical reality being 

produced by the Industrial Revolution in Belgium and France.  

 In sum, the goal of the chapter is to highlight the contributions of key Western Euro-

pean Catholic figures who played a foundational role in the Church’s turn away from 

“anti-modern” and “ahistorical” methods and toward a praxis-based methodology and the 

interpretation of historical reality as a locus theologicus. We begin, then, by asking what 

developments in Western European Catholicism prepared the turn to historical reality in 

magisterial, philosophical, and pastoral-theological work? 

The Historical and Ecclesial Context of Modern Catholicism 

 Joe Holland explains that between 1740 and 1880, beginning with Pope Benedict 

XIV and ending with Pope Pius IX, the Catholic Magisterium reacted with suspicion and 

sometimes outright rejection of modern liberal philosophies associated with the European 

Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the French Revolution, liberal democracy, and 

Laissez-faire capitalism. Holland adds that the Catholic Church rejected these movements 
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because they were causing an industrial, economic, and political transformation of Eu-

rope, and, because they represented intellectual positions counter to those of the aristo-

cratic kingship model of the papacy.
 3

 Moreover, as Europe underwent its modern cultural 

transformation, the Catholic Church experienced “cultural and political” losses due to “an 

anticlerical liberal movement” that aimed to dismantle the “aristocratic political power of 

the pre-modern Catholic elites.”
4
 In other words, the modern “liberal challenge to Latin 

Catholicism in Europe took the form of an intense political conflict between the church 

and state.”
5
 The liberal forces not only wanted to take from Catholic hierarchy “massive 

amounts of property,” but also wanted “the state to secularize society,” primarily by 

“ending the Catholic Church’s control over marriage and the education of youth.” The 

liberal movement “became a life-threatening political issue for a papacy,” which still 

functioned “as an aristocratic kingship” that ruled over vast feudal estates in central Ita-

ly.
6
  

 The apogee of the liberal political crisis came in 1789 with the French Revolution, 

which expanded across Europe with Napoleon’s conquests.
7
 Holland explains “with the 

French Revolution, the classical aristocratic Catholic paradigm was threatened with stra-

tegic devastation,” with “the end result” being “the death of the European aristocratic so-

                                                 
3
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ciety, the social world on which the classical Catholic strategy for evangelization had 

been based for more than a thousand years.”
8
 

 Napoleon was eventually defeated, first, when Paris was occupied in 1814, and, then 

again, in 1815 at Waterloo. Soon thereafter France's Revolutionary phase ended, and the 

Catholic Restoration phase began when, at the “Congress of Vienna,” Austria’s Prince 

Metternich undertook “restoration of the ancient regime by establishing the Bourbon 

monarchy in France.”
9
 By 1830, however, another “wave of liberal revolutions chal-

lenged the restoration of the ancient regime.”
10

 As Eric Hobsbawm notes, “The revolu-

tionary wave of 1830… marks the definitive defeat of aristocratic by bourgeois power in 

Western Europe. The ruling class of the next fifty years was to be the ‘grand bourgeoisie’ 

of bankers, big industrialists, and sometimes top civil servants.”
11

 

 Holland states “amid all this upheaval, the papal bureaucracy was divided over the 

best tactics for restoration.”
12

 The split was between two groups who preferred different 

approaches to modern movements. Those on the center-left preferred to seek restoration 

through diplomatic compromise, while the center-right opposed all compromise with 

modernity.
13

 The split developed into a debate between those who wanted to maintain 

limits on papal power versus the ultramontanists, who fought against national state power 
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encroaching on the church.
14

 What is key to understand about ultramontanism is that it 

was not a “monolithic movement.”
15

 Rather, as Holland explains, it evolved into “three 

divergent tendencies.”
16

 

 Holland describes the first strain of ultramontanism as “traditionalist” and associated 

with the writings of the French Count Joseph de Maistre.
17

 The second ultramontanist 

position, the progressive liberal strain, represented the first European expression of liber-

al Catholicism, and came to be epitomized in the voice of French diocesan priest Hugo 

Félicité Robert Lamennais.
18

 A militant ultramontanist, Lamennais first espoused the tra-

ditionalist, conservative strain of Restorationism. However, as the French government 

intensified its attempt to take over the church, Lamennais shifted his perspective and be-

came the leading exponent for a new liberal or democratic form of ultramontanism.
19

 

Lamennais’ ideas were later condemned by Pope Gregory XVI in his encyclical Mirari 

Vos (1832). The third strain of ultramontanism was the “bureaucratic institutional strain,” 

which became the official stance of the papal restoration strategy.
20

 

 While ultramontanist movements gained traction, so did strains of Liberal Catholi-

cism. At this turbulent time Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti was elected pope in 1846. It 

became evident that Mastai-Ferretti, who took the name Pius IX, “was not a liberal” but a 
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“conservative.”
21

 The conservative nature of Pius IX was fueled by the fact that he was 

forced out of Rome with the revolutions of 1848.
22

 When Pius IX fled to Gaeta, in the 

Kingdom of Naples, anticlerical republicans from all over Italy set up another Roman 

Republic.
23

 From Gaeta, Pius IX “repudiated the revolution and all ideas of liberalizing 

his regime.”
24

  

 In 1850, after Austrian troops reestablished papal authority in the north, and French 

troops occupied the city of Rome, Pius IX reclaimed his temporal power as king of the 

Papal States. By the end of 1860, however, due to conflicting military ambitions of 

France, Austria, and Piedmont, the pope lost control over northern lands in Umbria, the 

Marches, and the Legations and became isolated in Rome. Holland explains that the “pa-

pacy became an island fortress of clerical aristocracy threatened by a rising modern, secu-

lar, liberalism.”
25

 

 Holland claims “with nowhere to turn, Pius IX led a reactive Catholic conservative 

strategy” that urged “withdrawal from the modern liberal European world.”
26

 From Pius’ 

perspective, modern liberal movements were to be perceived only in negative terms.
27

 As 

one author writes: “The Pope and the ultramontanists…came to believe that there was an 
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absolute dichotomy between Catholicism and the contemporary world, and they actually 

encouraged a Catholic withdrawal from modern society as well as modern thought.”
28

 

 What is significant about the Catholic ecclesial strategy based on an “anti-worldly 

ultramontanism” is that it coincided with Pius IX's appointment of more bishops than all 

the popes of the previous two centuries.
29

 The appointments allowed Pius to tailor the 

international episcopacy according to conservative, ultramontanist criteria.
30

 These soci-

opolitical and ecclesial developments preface the most dramatic event of the papacy of 

Pius IX.  

 In 1864, Pius’ Syllabus of Errors, appended to his encyclical Quanta Cura, con-

demned all the “errors of the modern age” and canonized the Catholic Church’s stance 

against liberalism, progress, and modern civilization.
31

 Holland argues that the Syllabus 

presented a defensive, hostile, and anti-modern ecclesiology that rejected liberalism, in-

dustrial capitalism, and its social effects.
32

 For example, Pius IX specifically condemned 

“the proposition that the Roman Pontiff can and should reconcile and harmonize himself 

                                                 
28
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with progress,” particularly with ideas associated with liberalism and industrial capital-

ism.
33

  

 In 1869, after the publication of the Syllabus, Pius formally convened the First Ecu-

menical Council of the Vatican where the bishops “approved the doctrine of papal infal-

libility,” which fulfilled the efforts of the ultramontanists to create a viable defensive pa-

pal strategy to counter the modern liberal movement.
34

 In the end, Pius’ anti-modern ec-

clesial strategy can only be understood as the response of a beleaguered Church to histor-

ical, socio-cultural and philosophical movements incompatible with the Church’s ahistor-

ical point of view.  

 The question now becomes: what type of Pontiff emerged out of this historical and 

ecclesial context? At the end of the nineteenth century Gioacchino Vincenzo Pecci, Car-

dinal Archbishop of Perugia, who became Pope Leo XIII, began to lay the foundations 

for a magisterial position that turned away from the reactionary position of Pius IX and 

toward an ecclesiology that aimed to reconcile with some modern developments, as well 

as initiate a renewed focus on poor and exploited industrial workers. 

Pope Leo XIII 

 Following the death of Pius IX the cardinal electors chose as the next pope one of the 

few remaining aristocrats, Gioacchino Vincenzo Pecci, Cardinal Archbishop of Perugia.
35

 

As Archbishop of Perugia, “Pecci published…a series of pastoral letters that…had called 
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for reconciliation between the Catholic Church and modern civilization.”
36

 After his elec-

tion to the chair of Peter “Pecci immediately sought to implement the vision of his pasto-

ral letters.”
37

 

 Soon after his election Leo implemented his “grand design” for reconciliation of the 

church and modern society. Leo’s design contained three main strategic lines: cultural, 

political, and economic. In response to the cultural shift to local and national forms of 

capitalism, and the new threat of socialism, Leo grounded “the intellectual base of the 

new papal strategy…on a revival of the philosophical-theological system of the medieval 

scholastics, Thomas Aquinas in particular.”
38 

And, in the first year after his election, Leo 

XIII canonized the Thomistic system in Aeterni patris.
39

 

Pope Leo XIII’s Thomistic Methodology 

 Holland claims “The Catholic intellectual hegemony that Leo established for Tho-

mism had roots in the papacy of Pius IX.”
40

 Leo retained the Thomistic system of Pius IX 

because he believed that the Enlightenment had caused pernicious errors, particularly the 

“modern liberal epistemological split between subject and object.”
41

 Holland explains 

that Leo and the Thomists believed that “modern subjectivist epistemological models” 

would eventually undermine “all objective authority and were a main root of the modern 
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cultural crisis.”
42

 In other words, Leo and the Thomists were convinced “the modern 

claim of autonomous subjectivity” would lead “to a priority of the subjective individual 

over objective institutions and thus to the erosion of both social community and social 

authority.”
43

  

 In other words, contra the subjectivist models that emerged out of the Enlightenment, 

Leo championed Neoscholastic Thomistic models of objectivity for epistemology and 

hierarchical institutional authority for social philosophy.
44 

What is crucial to note is that 

“the revival of Thomism by Pope Leo XIII” also became “the center of” Leo’s “political 

strategy.”
45

 

Pope Leo XIII Turns to Political and Economic Realities 

 According to Holland, in addition to the democratic political challenge of Chancellor 

Otto von Bismarck’s Kulturkampf or “culture-war” against German Catholics, Pope Leo 

XIII had to face a number of emerging Catholic democratic movements in France and 

Italy. Although an aristocratic monarchist, Leo sometimes sought to adapt Catholicism to 

democratic political realities. For example, he accepted the pioneering liberal-Catholic 

alliance in Belgium and spoke with praise of the experience of Catholics within Ameri-

ca’s liberal democracy.
46

 Ironically, however, he condemned the Irish Fenian movement 

for independence from England and opposed Catholic participation in the democratic pol-
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itics of Italy, since it threatened the restoration of his own monarchical power.
47

 Overall, 

Holland suggests that Pope Leo XIII turned the church toward a new acceptance of polit-

ical forms of democracy even if he carried it out inconsistently.  

 In addition to his revival of Thomistic philosophy and acceptance of political democ-

racy (outside Italy), Leo’s economic program drew inspiration from “Social Catholi-

cism,” a movement that responded to the harsh impact of capitalist industrialization upon 

the working class.
48

 Holland claims that Leo’s economic program was tied to “Social Ca-

tholicism” because it “supported a doctrine of hierarchical class harmony between capital 

and labor, even while taking up the defense of workers.”
49

 Holland further states that 

Leo’s economic program drastically differed from the view of his predecessors, Pope 

Gregory XVI and Pius IX. Holland claims that Pope Gregory “explicitly condemned the 

first wave of Social Catholicism in France” while Pius IX “had addressed workers in only 

one document,” and then only urged them to be content with their lot, since ‘the Catholic 

Church teaches…slaves to remain true to their masters.’”
50

 Holland concludes that Pope 

Leo XIII therefore “became the first pope ever to address the plight of modern industrial 

workers, albeit more than one hundred and thirty years after the start of the Industrial 

Revolution.”
51

 Where did Leo best display his concern for industrial workers? Rerum 

Novarum. 
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Pope Leo XIII Turns to the Poor 

 Pope Leo XIII issued Rerum Novarum in 1891. The Latin title, meaning “new 

things,” referred to the Industrial Revolution. Rooted in the “classical Catholic-

Aristotelian understanding of politics in service of the common good” the document 

teaches that there are “correlative rights and duties of both capital and labor” and that 

“workers’ unions” are legitimate.
52

 

 Holland claims that Leo’s focus on the poor in Rerum Novarum is seen in multiple 

parts.
53

 First, Leo critiqued the economic context in Western Europe. For example, Leo 

wrote:  

The elements of conflict now raging are unmistakable, in the vast expansion of indus-

trial pursuits and the marvelous discoveries of science, in the changed relations be-

tween masters and workmen; in the enormous fortunes of some few individuals, and 

the utter poverty of the masses; in the increased self-reliance and closer mutual com-

bination of the working classes.
54

  

Leo also wrote about the harsh realities workers and laborers faced due 

to the hard-heartedness of employers and the greed of unchecked competition…To 

this must be added that the hiring of labor and the conduct of trade are concentrated in 

the hands of comparatively few; so that a small number of very rich men have been 
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able to lay upon the teeming masses of the laboring poor a yoke little better than slav-

ery itself.
55

 

 Second, Leo critiqued socialism as providing a false philosophical remedy to the eco-

nomic and social question. This false remedy tries to convince people “to do away with 

private property” so all would become “common property” to be “administered by the 

state.” Leo pointed out this philosophical position violates the fact that “Man precedes the 

State” and that humans “possesses, prior to the State, the right of providing for sub-

stance.”
56

 

 Third, Leo claimed the Church has the philosophical remedy to the socioeconomic 

ills that faced Western Europe. Leo asserted that Thomistic philosophy provides an ethi-

cal principle that describes the relationship between rich and poor as one of mutual rights 

and duties. In fact, Leo claimed that the Church should be considered the best intermedi-

ary “in drawing the rich and the working class together, by reminding each of its duties to 

the other, and especially of the obligation of justice.”
57

 In addition, Leo stated that 

Church teaching explains “capital cannot do without labor, nor labor without capital.”
58

 

Leo also explained the Church is concerned with advocating the position that employers 

have an obligation to pay a just wage: 

His great and principal duty is to give everyone what is just…wealthy owners and all 

masters of labor should be mindful of this - that to exercise pressure upon the indigent 

and the destitute for the sake of gain, and to gather one’s profit out of the need of an-
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other, is condemned by all laws, human and divine. To defraud anyone of wages that 

are his due is a great crime.
59

  

And,  

the rich must religiously refrain from cutting down the workingman’s earnings, 

whether by force, by fraud, or by usurious dealing; and with all the greater reason be-

cause the laboring man is, as a rule, weak and unprotected, and because his slender 

means should in proportion to their scantiness be accounted sacred.
60

 

 Fourth, Leo claimed that the role of the church to administer this remedy is “to teach 

and educate men.”
61

 Leo added that this educative aspect of the Church must intervene 

“directly in behalf of the poor” through its many “associations which she knows to be 

efficient for the relief of poverty.”
62

  

 Fifth, Leo discussed the role of the state in administering a social remedy. Leo articu-

lated a positive role for the state, in contrast to the negative understanding of laissez-faire 

liberalism.
63

 Positive role meaning “the fundamental task of the state” was “to serve the 

common good.”
64

 For example, Leo argued that to serve the common good the duty of 

rulers must be “to act with strict justice - justice which is called distributive - toward each 
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and every class alike.” And, Leo added that the state therefore has the “obligation to pro-

tect rights, especially the rights of the poor.”
65

 Leo specified:  

The poor and badly off have a claim to especial consideration. The richer class 

have many ways of shielding themselves, and stand less in need of help from the 

State; whereas the mass of the poor have no resources of their own to fall back 

upon, and must chiefly depend upon the assistance of the State. And, for this 

reason that wage-earners, since they mostly belong in the mass of the needy, 

should be especially cared for and protected by the government.
66

 

 Sixth, Leo discussed the role of employers and workers in administering the social 

remedy, which involved an argument for the “legitimization of unions.”
67

 Holland ex-

plains that “While Leo argued that unions were needed because of the weakness of indi-

vidual workers in defending themselves, he also argued that unions were a natural form 

of human community like various “confraternities, societies, and religious orders.”
68

 

 In sum, Rerum Novarum is acknowledged as the foundation of modern Catholic So-

cial Teaching as well as the cornerstone of papal policy administered by Leo’s successors 

who issued encyclicals on its fortieth, seventieth, eightieth, and one-hundredth anniver-

saries.
69

 But, before seeing how the Leonine program developed in later papacies we 

must consider the question: what type of philosophical and pastoral-theological develop-

ments emerged along with Leo's magisterial turn toward historical reality, especially the 
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reality faced by poor industrial workers? At the end of the nineteenth century prominent 

lay Catholic thinkers like Maurice Blondel began to lay the philosophical foundations of 

a turn to historical reality, but not by adopting a Thomistic methodological focus, rather, 

by critiquing it as ahistorical. 

Maurice Blondel 

 Maurice Blondel (1861-1949) was born November 2, 1861, in Dijon, during a revolu-

tionary time in France. In 1881 Blondel moved to Paris to study at the Ecole Normale 

with Leon Olle-Laprune.
70

 When the time came to propose a subject for his doctoral the-

sis Blondel chose L’Action.
71

 But, why the topic of L’Action? 

 To answer this question I first explain why Blondel wanted to initiate a turn to action 

in philosophical discourse. Second, I show how Blondel's theory of action as “sign” was 

a key development in his dissertation L’Action.
72

 Third, I show how Blondel’s Letter on 

Apologetics provides a critique of classic Thomistic approaches via his method of imma-

nence. Fourth, I draw from History and Dogma to show how Blondel used the hermeneu-

tical circle to create a philosophical methodology that interprets historical reality against 

the Church’s dogmatic teachings. 
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Why Action? 

 Blondel’s turn to action seized upon an idea that captivated him from an early age. As 

early as December 15, 1883, Blondel wrote: “To devote oneself to the other is the rule 

common to man...but how?  Is it to be in intellectual conflicts, in the melee of ideas? Or, 

in hand to hand fights, in the political and social fray? Is it not action alone which defines 

ideas?”
73

 Blondel's interest in action also stemmed from his Catholic roots. He wanted 

“to study action,” because he believed, “the Gospel attributes to action alone the power to 

manifest love and to attain God.”
74

 According to Oliva Blanchette, Blondel ultimately 

recognized that, “In past epochs action was a prominent theme in philosophical reflection 

but by the late nineteenth century it all but disappeared from the philosophical vocabu-

lary.”
75

 Thus, Blondel desired “to reopen the realm of action” in philosophical dis-

course.
76

  

Action as Sign 

 Blondel described “action” as “the cement of organic life”
77

 and “the geometric locus 

where the natural, the human, and the divine all meet.”
78

 But why was such a description 

of action groundbreaking for Catholic philosophy in 1893? 

                                                 
73

 Dru, “Introduction,” 37. 

74
 Dru, “Introduction,” 33. 

75
 Oliva Blanchette, “Introduction,” in Maurice Blondel, Action (1893): Essay on a Critique of 

Life and a Science of Practice. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), xi. 

76
 Blanchette, “Introduction,” xii. 

77
 Blondel, Action, 175. 

78
 Blanchette, “Introduction,” xvi, n22,n24. Also see Blondel, Action, 234-245. 



 

 18 

 Blondel’s argument was novel because it overcame the philosophical problem of sub-

ject-object dualism but not in a Thomistic way. By explaining that “the action of some-

thing else,” an object, “is understood as that which modifies the subjective action pro-

foundly,”
79

 Blondel was able to make the case that: “there is no act … that does not call 

for a sort of…collaboration outside the individual.”
80

 Moreover, all “phenomenon” are 

“neither from ourselves alone nor from the surrounding world alone; it is from 

both…indivisibly so.”
81

 In other words, Blondel argued that because the “phenomenon of 

action supposes the convergence of two series of phenomena, one starting from the agent, 

the other provoked from elsewhere…every production requires the concurrence of two 

actors…proceeding through the mediation of the sign of the agent…and the extorted act, 

which comes in some way to join the sign of the phenomena that constitutes a synthesis 

of phenomena.”
82

 

 Blondel’s claim that action is mediated through the sign of the agent opens an argu-

ment about the need for the interpretation of “acts” as “signs” in a rigorous scientific 

sense. What makes Blondel’s claim novel is that he suggests the science of philosophy 

ought to investigate action as the experimental trial of theory. For example, he wrote that 

action “constitutes a conclusive method; it is an experimentation, in the most scientific 

sense of the word: a rigorous and demonstrative experimentation which substitutes for 

speculative study and for which nothing substitutes.”
83

 In the end, more than sixty years 
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later, Blondel’s understanding of action as a sign became paramount for Catholic philos-

ophy and theology, particularly due to John XXIII’s retrieval of Jesus’ call to “read the 

signs of the times” in the papal bull that convoked Vatican Council II. After the Second 

Vatican Council Gustavo Gutierrez will draw on Blondel’s work to make an important 

distinction, that theology is a second act, but he will avoid the epistemological trap of de-

scribing theology as a later moment in a sequence. His point, like Blondel, will be that 

thinking is about action, the historical action of the Church in carrying on the mission of 

Jesus. 

Blondel Critiques Thomistic Philosophical Methodology 

 Blondel's text commonly known as “The Letter on Apologetics” (1896), was original-

ly titled, “A Letter on the Requirements of Contemporary Thought and on Philosophical 

Method in the Study of the Religious Problem.” In the article, Blondel suggested that in-

stead of the predominant ahistorical approach Catholic philosophy must attend to facts 

and existing problems in order to better respond to real needs.
84

 In other words, Blondel 

argued that Catholic philosophical methodology ought to move beyond ahistorical specu-

lation about metaphysical truths and toward the interpretation of historical reality. For 

example, Blondel argued that when seeking to understand faith one must first start from 

the fact of Christian life.
85

 

                                                 
84

 Blondel, Apologetics, 135n1. 

85
 Blondel, Apologetics, 140. 



 

 20 

 In his article Blondel also critiqued the ahistorical habitus of modern Catholic Tho-

mistic philosophy that he associated with a “static” methodology.
86

 Blondel claimed that 

Thomistic methodology failed because it adhered to what “was formerly sufficient to 

begin with, undisputed starting-points defined as the inner coherence of truth, which pre-

supposes a host of assertions.”
87

 Blondel argued that such an approach was problematic 

because reason and faith “mingle their waters” yet remain separate in an uncritical dual-

ism.
88

 For Blondel, such a methodology was insufficient because it tended to uncritically 

presupposes speculative conclusions are realities equivalent to life actually lived, as if the 

speculative knowledge (theory) about reality is itself the only true reality.
89

 

 Counter to what he deemed to be the primary defect of neo-scholastic Thomistic 

methodology, Blondel argued that what he called the “notion of immanence” ought to be 

considered as “the very condition of philosophizing.”
90

 Blondel’s focus on immanence 

contributed an important development in the methodological turn to historical reality be-

cause it adopted a philosophical standpoint that did not exclude immanent historical tran-

scendence.
91

 In other words, Blondel’s method of immanence postulated that the study of 

religion or God must always be immanent or historical. Accordingly, Blondel’s method-

ology aimed “to study God, and not just as God, but our thoughts, beliefs, and practices 
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related to our understanding of God.”
92

 In the end, Blondel turned to a method of imma-

nence and to history because he believed “only practical action, the effective action of 

our lives,” can settle for each one of us the necessity of integrating Christian theory and 

practice.
93

  

 What is novel about Blondel’s methodological approach is that it took the lived expe-

rience of historical reality as the necessary precondition for the discovery of the “indis-

pensable” theological supernatural.
94

 The advantages of such a methodological approach 

are many since it does not confine itself to a dialectic of thought but, instead, made both 

action and reflection on reality capital sources for philosophy and theology.
95

 

History and Dogma 

 On November 20th, 1903 Blondel penned “History and Dogma” to add depth to his 

argument that Christian philosophical and theological methodology ought to proceed via 

a dialectical movement where the “the facts exist for the sake of ideas; and the ideas exist 

for the sake of the facts, for the acts.”
96

 Blondel’s claim about the dialectical relationship 

between facts and ideas suggests methodology ought to integrate history (facts) and dog-

ma (ideas)
97

 in order to aim for proper ecclesial orthopraxy.
98
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 In the end, Blondel argued that methodology must not “isolate the study of facts of 

Christian theology from the science of Christian life.”
99

 Nor should it “set the facts on 

one side and the theological data on the other without going back to the sources of life 

and of action.”
100

 Blondel’s point was that Christianity is not only “expressible in an ide-

al” but primarily as “a reality.”
101

 In other words, Blondel wants philosophers and theo-

logians to acknowledge that “in addition to dogmatic theology and exegesis there is a 

knowledge, a real science of action, capable of extracting, for the benefit of an experi-

mental and progressive theology, the lessons which life draws from history.”
102

 And, in 

that way, the Church could attend to these “profound realities”
103

 as the criterion “which 

enables us to discern the authentic presence of God in Christian history.”
104

  

 Now, the question becomes, who brought together into a formal theological method 

Pope Leo’s pastoral concern for the poor worker enslaved by the Industrial Revolution 

and Blondel’s ideas about action, history, and methodology? Enter Joseph Cardijn. 

Joseph Cardijn 

 Léon Joseph Cardijn was born to a Catholic working class family on November 13, 

1882, in Schaerbeek, a suburb of Brussels, Belgium. His youth was defined by a histori-

cal context that reflected the effects of the democratic revolution in France, laissez-faire 
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capitalism, and the industrial revolution.
105

 Cardijn’s youth was also “the time of Rerum 

Novarum.”
106

 And, not only was young Cardijn inspired by these social, political, eco-

nomic, and religious events, he was also inspired by the example of his father, who 

showed concern for industrial factory workers’ quality of life. After attending with his 

father some meetings of young factory workers Cardijn realized his vocation was to be-

come a priest.  

 After ordination Cardijn enjoyed much ministerial success in Belgium, and beyond. It 

is arguable that Cardijn’s See, Judge, Act method was the reason for his success as well 

as his later influence on the methodological perspective of twentieth century Catholic So-

cial Teaching. To support this claim I take account of the historical roots of Cardijn’s in-

tellectual formation, with special attention to the work of Félicité Lamennais, Leon Olle-

Laprune, Victor Brant’s mediation of Frederic Le Play, as well as Marc Sagnier’s praxis-

based methodology. Second, I explore the claim that Cardijn’s method resembles the 

Thomistic description of the virtue of prudence. Third, I present Cardijn’s reflections on 

theological methodology. A discussion of Cardijn’s focus on the poor will be discussed in 

the next chapter. 
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Roots of Cardijn’s Method  

 Cardijn entered the minor seminary at Malines in 1896 and began to “read the works 

of the Lamennais School.”
107

 At the end of 1901 Cardijn entered into major seminary 

philosophy studies and became “absorbed” in the works of many 19th century French 

“Social Catholics” including: Frédéric Ozanam (founder of the St. Vincent de Paul Socie-

ty), Albert de Mun (founder of the French Catholic Youth Association), Alphonse Gratry, 

and Léon Ollé-Laprune (director of Maurice Blondel’s dissertation).
108

 To contextualize 

Cardijn’s formation, due to his reading of these French figures, I present a brief excursus 

on Lammenais, Olle-Laprune, and Frederick Le Play (via Brants). 

 Felicite Lamennais was born near Sillon beach near the Brittany port city of Saint 

Malo.
109

 Feli, as he was known, entered into the priesthood in 1817. As Lamennais ma-

tured intellectually he “concluded that there was no place in the emerging age of democ-

racy for the traditional alliance of throne and altar that had stood since Charlemagne’s 

coronation as Holy Roman Emperor.”
110

 What is interesting about this insight is that it 

reveals a change in Lamennais’ perspective. According to Gigacz, while “the young 

Lamennais had offered a blistering critique of liberalism,” later he argues that “instead of 

trembling” before it, it was necessary “to catholicise it.”
111

 Ultimately, those who favored 

the Catholic Restoration movement, including Pope Gregory XVI, condemned Lamen-

nais position. In 1832 Gregory XVI issued Mirari Vos, which outlined a formal condem-
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nation of Lamennais’ position.
112

 Other figures, however, add layers of intellectual depth 

to Cardijn’s formation. 

 Leon Olle-Laprune was born in the south of France in 1839 and made a career out of 

interpreting forward Alphonese Gratry’s Les sources as well as the work of Frederick 

Ozanam.
113

 Olle-Laprune, however, developed his own method in his major study of Ar-

istotle’s ethics, Essai sur la morale d’Aristote (Essay on the Morality of Aristotle).
114

 

Olle-Laprune took from Aristotle the idea that “the happy life is that which is according 

to virtue.”
115

 But, in what way does Olle-Laprune suggest Christians ought to live out a 

life of virtue?   

Practical reason discerns that which is to be done in any circumstance; it takes 

account of times and places and persons; it appreciates the circumstances; it 

determines the conduct to take: these are practical definitions, not in view of 

science but action. This prudence or practical wisdom is in no way moral virtue 

but it is the condition of it because it is the light of it. It is necessary to think well 

in order to act well. Such is the nature, such is the role of the applied intelligence 

to the discernment of moral matters, and enlightening and directing practical life. 

It is thought itself supporting action, phronesis.
116
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 Having died in 1898 Olle-Laprune avoided the suspicions of the Magisterium that fell 

on many others, including his student Maurice Blondel, who wrote in the midst of the 

modernist crisis. Yet another figure is crucial to Cardijn’s formation, Marc Sagnier. 

 While at the major seminary of Malines Cardijn learned of Le Sillon, the lay demo-

cratic movement and magazine founded and led by Marc Sagnier.
117

 Sillon began at Stan-

islas College as a study circle of young men who were concerned with doing social anal-

ysis.
118

 To do the social analysis Sagnier composed a three step methodology: “every cit-

izen must: (1) know the state of the country; when the situation is bad, he must (2) seek 

solutions; and lastly, having found the solutions, he must (3) act.”
119

 Gigacz claims that it 

is clear that Sagnier’s methodology has roots in the work of Olle-Laprune.
120

 And, while 

it is not quite Cardijn’s see, judge, act formulation Sagnier’s methodology likely provided 

a foundation for Cardijn’s method. What is also noteworthy is that there is evidence that 

reveals Marc Sagnier, founder of Sillon, was connected to French philosopher of action, 

Maurice Blondel.  

 In 1890 Blondel was called to fill a vacancy at Stanislas College, where, for the first 

time, he entered into close touch with a group of Catholics interested in social questions. 

Blondel writes, “It was my pupils at Stanislas…who are consulting me about their plans, 

their program and their title, foun’d le Sillon. Quite a correspondence passed between us 
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before the first number of that elegant review appeared. The first collaborators belonged 

to my philosophy class of 1890-91.”
121

  

 The collaboration makes it plausible to suggest that Blondel’s methodological per-

spective, which was undoubtedly influenced by his teacher, and chair of his dissertation, 

Olle-Laprune, likely affected Sagnier’s own methodological perspective, and, therefore, 

Cardijn’s as well.  

 Some suggest that Cardijn’s methodology, beyond the influence of Sagnier, (and also 

Lamennais and Olle-LaPrune), also drew upon Thomas Aquinas’ description of the virtue 

of prudence. In “Laymen, Vatican II's Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity: Text and 

commentary,” Dominican writer Francis Wendell OP states, “The See, Judge, Act meth-

od, conceived by Thomas Aquinas, activated by Cardinal Cardijn, and canonized by Pope 

John XXIII is indeed a continuing process and a discovery that is invaluable to the lay-

man. It keeps the person with his feet in the order of reality and his head and heart in the 

realm of faith.”
122

  

 Stefan Gigacz claims that it is plausible to suggest Cardijn’s method reflects Aquinas' 

description of the virtue of prudence. Aquinas divides prudence into three parts: (1) Fore-

sight (See); (2) Comparison/Counsel (Judgement); (3) Choice or act of the will (Act).
123
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Gigacz suggests that a Thomistic understanding of prudence may have been introduced to 

Cardijn when he came into contact with Ollé-Laprune’s La philosophie morale de St 

Thomas Aquin
124

 (1916), which describes a method that integrates an Aristotelian account 

of phronesis with a prudence-based Thomistic approach.
125

 Aside from these roots in 

Lamennais, Olle-Laprune, Sagnier, and perhaps St. Thomas Aquinas, another interlocutor 

strongly influenced Cardijn. Enter Frederick Le Play via Victor Brants. 

 After Cardijn’s seminary experience ended, and he was ordained in 1906, Archbishop 

of Malines, Desire Mercier, decided to send Cardijn to “the University of Louvain to 

study social sciences at the Institut Spuerieur de Philosophie.”
126

 One professor who 

made a particular impact on Cardijn was Victor Brants, a disciple of French sociologist 

Frederic Le Play. In 1855, Le Play published his path-breaking work Les ouvriers euro-

peens. It began with an expose of his “method of social observation,” which “was simply 

the application of the scientific method of observation of the physical world to the field 

of social phenomena. It meant recording in detail the minutiae of life.”
127

 According to 

Gabriel Melin, Leplaysian social science consisted “purely and simply of observing facts, 

comparing them, classifying them, seeking the causes, understanding the effect”
128

 

Cardijn’s first academic paper, published in Revue sociale catholique, shows the Leplay-

sian influence as it is “packed with statistics and empirical information detailing the sit-
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uation of home workers (women) in Germany.”
129

 A later article, L’ouvriere Isolee also 

shows the influence of Leplaysian methodology as Cardijn documented the situation of 

women workers with case studies and statistics as does a 1914 article on La population 

feminine.
130

 But, the important question now becomes: where does Cardijn’s formation 

lead him?  

Cardijn Turns toward Historical Reality via the See-Judge-Act Method 

 Kevin Ahearn explains that in 1925 Cardijn “made his first trip to Rome to make an 

appeal to Pope Pius XI directly.”
131

 After an unscheduled private meeting between 

Cardijn and the Pope, a papal blessing was given to “the aim, method, and organization 

of the J.O.C.”
132

 Soon thereafter “the first national congress of the Jeunesse Ouvriere 

Chretienn, JOC (Young Christian Workers, YCW) was organized.”
133

 Cardijn later wrote 

that he believed Pius approved the movement because his papacy was dominated by the 

idea that “the church must be rooted in the realities of life.”
134

 But, an important ques-

tions arises. How was Cardijn’s method and movement of young Christian workers re-

ceived? 
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 Gigacz’s research shows that the first public papal reference to the See-Judge-Act 

method was by Pope Pius XII in his address to the International YCW Pilgrimage to 

Rome on August 25, 1957. Gigacz translates the key statement from Pius XII: 

You want to live a profound, authentic, Christian life, not just in the secret of your 

consciences, but also openly, in your families, in your neighborhood, in the factory, in 

the workshop, in the office, and also to show your sincere and total belonging to 

Christ and the Church. Your solid organization, your method summed up in the well 

known formula: "See, judge, act,” your interventions on the local, regional, national 

and international levels, enables you to contribute to the extension of the Reign of 

God in modern society and to enable the teachings of Christianity to penetrate with all 

their vigor and originality.
135

 

 After the method won the papal blessing of Pius XI and public support of Pius XII, 

Cardijn’s conviction that a methodological perspective that begins with the “review of 

life,” is a “precious element in spirutal direction and formation” and as a “means…of the 

total transformation of everyday life.”
136

 For example, Cardijn explicitly argued that: 

“life must be one of the essential bases of a sound theology, it is…a methodological base 

without which we would only be making artificial gestures, aiding and abetting the di-

vorce…between religion and the world.”
137

 But, Cardijn also recognized that beyond be-

ing “formed first of all by the discovery of facts” a sound methodology ought to help laity 
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make “a Christian judgment, resulting in the actions they plan, the plans they carry into 

effect, the responsibilities they shoulder.”
138

 

 In a key insight, Kevin Ahern suggests that Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act methodology 

“foreshadowed, and in many ways set the stage, for what developed at the Second Vati-

can Council and the subsequent emergence of liberation theology.”
139

 Taking this claim 

as a point of departure, the next chapter explores Cardijn’s affect on Pope John XXIII, 

the final session of the Council, the Pastoral Constitution of Vatican II, and Pope Paul VI. 

The next chapter also shows how important contributors at the Second Vatican Councial 

such as “Yves Congar, OP, and Marie-Dominique Chenu, OP,” who “worked closely 

with the JOC in France” also turned the Church to historical reality via the resourcing of 

Maurice Blondel and the methodological turn to “reading the signs of the times.”
140

 And, 

in chapter three, we will return to Gustavor Gutierrez, a Peruvian Priest who served as 

“the national chaplain of the Union Nacional de Estudiantes Catolicos (UNEC), the 

IMCS federation,” where he “drew inspiration from his work with students and the jocist 

method in outlining a theology of liberation in a lecture first published by the IMCS re-

gional secreatiat in Montevideo in 1969.”
141
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I argued that certain early twentieth-century Western European Catho-

lic figures made powerful arguments for a magisterial, philosophical, and pastoral-

theological turn to historical methods that interpret reality as a locus theologicus. To sup-

port this claim I contextualized how the late nineteenth century Catholic Church (as em-

bodied by Pius IX and the “Syllabus of Errors”) was suspicious of, and sometimes out-

right rejected, modern liberal philosophies associated with the European Enlightenment, 

the Industrial revolution, liberal democracy, and laissez-faire capitalism. In light of this 

context I then examined aspects of the work of Pope Leo XIII, lay French philosopher 

Maurice Blondel, and a Flemish pastoral-theologian, Joseph Cardijn. In the next chapter I 

will discuss members of the Magisterium, among others, whose work canonizes Cardijn’s 

See-Judge-Act method with its praxis-based methodology that interprets historical reality 

as a locus theologicus. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CARDIJN’S METHOD OF PRAXIS BECOMES CANON: 

POPE JOHN XXIII, VATICAN COUNCIL II, AND POPE PAUL VI 

Overview 

 In the middle of the twentieth century the Catholic Magisterium canonized Cardijn’s 

See-Judge-Act method of praxis that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus. 

To support this claim I appeal to figures and sources such as Pope John XXIII, Gaudium 

et Spes (the pastoral constitution of Vatican Council II), and Pope Paul VI. First, I con-

textualize the historical and ecclesial changes that happened following the death of Pope 

Leo XIII and leading up to the election of Angelo Roncalli, the man who became Pope 

John XXIII. Second, I discuss the life of Roncalli to contextualize the formation of a pas-

tor who became a seminary professor and papal diplomat before he was elected pontiff. 

Third, I not only show that Pope John XXIII canonized Cardijn’s method in Mater et 

Magistra (1961), but also that he turned the Catholic Church further toward the interpre-

tation of historical reality, or “signs of the times,”
1
 as a locus theologicus in Pacem in 
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Terris (1963). Fourth, I show that not only was Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method used to 

construct Gaudium et Spes (the pastoral constitution of Vatican Council II), but that in 

several speeches Cardijn himself argued that the Church ought to specifically focus on 

the interpretation of the historical reality of the poor as a locus theologicus. Fifth, I appeal 

to Populorum Progressio and Octogesima Adveniens to show that Pope Paul VI added 

canonical weight to the turn to historical reality as a locus theologicus via Cardijn’s 

method of theological praxis. I conclude the chapter by showing that Paul develops the 

turn to the poor as a locus theologicus. 

The Historical and Ecclesial Context: From Leo XIII to Pius XII 

 Holland explains that four popes carried on the modern Leonine strategy: Pius X 

(1903-14), Benedict XV (1914-22), Pius XI (1922-39), and Pius XIII (1939-1958). Hol-

land claims that “the first three would make significant modifications to the strategy” but 

did not abandon it, while Pius XII “conducted himself as the most aristocratically trium-

phant” of all of Leo’s successors. 

 In 1903 Giuseppe Sarto was elected as Leo XIII’s successor. He took the name Pius 

X in memory of the quintessentially anti-liberal Pius IX.
2
 Pius X quickly changed some 

policies in Leo’s ecclesial strategy. First, “he shifted from an optimistic view of the mod-

ern world to one that was profoundly pessimistic” and against “modernism.”
3
 Pius X not 

only called modernism “the synthesis of all heresies,” but also condemned the writings of 
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leading Catholic theologians and biblical scholars whose worked he believed represented 

aspects of modernist thinking.
4
 Marc Sagnier of Le Sillon and the Christian Democratic 

movement are examples of what Pius’ deemed heretical. Lamentabili (1907) and Pas-

cendi (1907) are two of his major documents that condemned modernism as a heresy. 

Beyond these texts, Pius instituted a policy that required “all clergy, prior to ordination” 

to “take a special oath against modernism.”
5
  

 Aside from “modernism” Pius X, like Leo XIII, continued to see socialism as the 

main threat to the church, but Pius’ policies leaned center-right as opposed to Leo’s cen-

ter-left policy.
6
 But, according to Holland, “despite these differences, three of the four 

elements of the Leonine strategy still held under Pius X: (1) socialism was seen as the 

primary enemy of the church; (2) Thomism was used as the philosophical base to chal-

lenge liberalism; and (3) the laity were mobilized as a resistance group within democratic 

society.
7
 Holland explains that what did not hold was Social Christianity, as Pius X asso-

ciated it modernism. 

 In September 1914, after Pius X died, Giacomo della Chiesa became Pope Benedict 

XV.
8
 As Benedict XV assumed the papacy just when World War I began, he quickly 

“recognized the horrendous terror of modern warfare” and the “sufferings it brought on 

families, especially on children.”
9
 As the war escalated, Benedict “continued to appeal 

morally for peace; focused his energies on the victims of the war, especially children; and 
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organized massive campaigns for relief. So generous was this pope’s financial support for 

victims of the war that he nearly bankrupted the Vatican.”
10

 

 Holland explains that, beyond his benevolence to those affected by war, Benedict’s 

strategic innovations were threefold.
11

 First, he established the modern papacy as a su-

pranational voice against militarism and on behalf of peace and victims of war. Second, 

he initiated the move to decolonize Catholic missions. Third, he strongly supported the 

precursors of modern Christian Democratic political parties.
12

 Aside from these innova-

tions, Benedict XV still held fast to the Leonine strategy. He continued to see socialism 

as the primary enemy of the Church, supported Scholasticism and especially Thomism, 

and deepened the overall commitment to Christian democracy.
13

 Worthy to note, howev-

er, is that fact that none of Benedict’s encyclicals ever mentioned Rerum novarum. 

 In 1922, following the death of Benedict XV, the cardinals chose as pope Ambrosia 

Damian Achille Ratti.
14

 He took the name Pius XI and “held to the basic strategic lines of 

Leo XIII.”
15

 He maintained the strategic battle against socialism, and issued an encycli-

cal, Studiorum ducem (1923), reaffirming Leo XIII’s Aeterni patris. Holland states that 

Pius XI also showed “support for the working class” and vehemently denounced “the 

capitalist class,” thereby following Leo’s position on the social question.
16

 Pius XI also 
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issued an encyclical, Quadragesimo anno, to honor the fortieth anniversary of Leo’s Re-

rum Novarum.
17

 

 When Pius XI died in 1939, the cardinals quickly elected as pope the Vatican's Secre-

tary of State, Eugenio Maria Giuseppe Giovani Pacelli.
18

 Pacelli, who chose the name 

Pius XII, gained wide spread respect following his negotiations for the concordant with 

Hitler.
19

 What is most important to note is the fact that Pius XII presided over the Catho-

lic Church during perhaps the most turbulent and terrifying social events of all Christian 

history - World War II, Nazi death camps, and the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, among scores of other unnamed horrors and tragedies.
20

  

 Holland explains that “overall, like his immediate predecessors, Pius XII still held to 

the Leonine strategy; he modified it only to ensure its continued viability. First, the pri-

mary focus remained the critique of socialism. Second, the philosophical base of strategic 

response to liberalism remained Thomism. Third, Pius continued Leo’s perspective of 

Christian Democracy.
21

  The final element in the Leonine strategy, namely “Social Ca-

tholicism,” also still held under Pius XII.
22

 It wasn’t until the death of Pius XII in 1958, 

and the election of Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, that the Catholic Church would make a 

robust turn away from neoscholastic Thomism and begin to more fully critique capitalism 

by embracing a justice oriented “social Catholicism,” which focused on the poor in a 

post-colonial world. 
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Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli: Saint Pope John XXIII 

 Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, the fourth of thirteen children, was born to a poor peasant 

family on November 25, 1881 in Bergamo, Italy.
23

 As a youth, Roncalli was shaped by 

the rural cultural context of Bergamo, his local diocese, and by the witness of his great 

“uncle” Zaverio, who was active in the Catholic Action movement.
24

 In 1901 Roncalli 

departed home and enrolled in the Collegio Romano where he remained, apart from a 

year’s military service, until 1905 when he returned to Bergamo as the secretary to the 

new bishop, Radini Tedeschi.
25

 In 1906 Roncalli became professor of church history, 

and, shortly thereafter, was called to serve as a chaplain during WWI, an experience that 

convinced him “war is the greatest evil.”
26

  

 In January 1921, Roncalli became National Director of the Propagation of the Faith, 

which made him a member of the Curia.
27

  Later, Roncalli served as apostolic delegate to 

Bulgaria from 1925 to 1934, and, to Turkey and Greece from 1934 to 1944.
28

 In 1944, 

Roncalli’s global experience expanded when he became papal nuncio in Paris, where he 

was in contact with the democratic worker-priest movement amid the aftermath of occu-
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pation and the liberation of France. Roncalli departed Paris in 1953 due to his being 

named Cardinal-Patriarch of Venice.
29

 The death of Pius XII, in October of 1958, lead to 

Roncalli being elected Pope, a month before his seventy-seventh birthday.
30

  

  Roncalli served the Church as Pope John XXIII for only four years and seven 

months, but he successfully inaugurated a new ecclesial perspective.
31

 While most agree 

that Vatican Council II was the event that defined the Catholic Church in the twentieth 

century, it is crucial to question whether or not Pope John’s two social encyclicals Mater 

et magistra and Pacem in Terris, in addition to his stirring speech at to open the council, 

makes plausible the argument that Pope John XXIII was the figure who defined the Cath-

olic Church’s epoch-defining turn to methods of praxis, historical reality, and the poor. 

Mater et Magistra: The Papal Canonization of Cardijn’s Method  

 In Mater et magistra Pope John XXIII canonized Cardijn’s praxis-based method of 

pastoral-theological praxis that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus. To sup-

port this claim I develop an argument in three steps. First, I show that John canonized 

Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method. Second, I show that John adopts Cardijn’s methodolog-

ical approach through his focused analysis of historical realities. Third, I highlight how 

John’s methodological approach integrates a focus on the historical reality of the poor. 

In Mater et Magistra John wrote:  
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Teachings in regard to social matters for the most part are put into effect in the 

following three stages: first, the actual situation is examined; then, the situation is 

evaluated carefully in relation to these teachings; then, only is it decided what can 

and should be done in order that the traditional norms may be adapted to 

circumstances of time and place. These three steps are at times expressed by the 

three words: observe, judge, act.
32

  

John explains that “It is important for our young people to grasp this method and to prac-

tice it. Knowledge acquired in this way does not remain merely abstract, but is seen as 

something that must be translated into action.”
33

 

 As the authority figure of the Magisterium, Pope John XIII not only blessed Cardijn’s 

“See-Judge-Act” method, as did Pope Pius XI, he canonized it in an official Church 

teaching. What resulted from John’s canonization of Cardijn’s method was nothing short 

of epochal in regard to the Church’s turn to a praxis-based methodology grounded in a 

preferential option for the poor.  

Pope John XXIII Turns to Historical Reality 

 In Mater et magistra John writes that the Holy Catholic Church has the task of show-

ing concern for “the exigencies of man's daily life, with his livelihood and education, and 

his general, temporal welfare and prosperity.”
34

 Moreover, the document shows that the 

Church ought to be concerned about historical realities that affect “daily life” including: 
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the distribution of property; the distribution of goods in society; just wages; state eco-

nomics and the common good; neocolonialism; and, the political dominance of the poor 

by the rich.
35

 John also discusses other “intimate realities” that touch the “daily lives of 

Christians” including: remuneration for work,
36

 balancing economic development and 

social progress,
37

 private property,
38

 public property,
39

 workers,
40

 agriculture,
41

 public 

services,
42

 development of the economic system,
43

 taxation,
44

 capital,
45

 social insurance 

and social security,
46

 price protection,
47

 strengthening farm income,
48

 solidarity and co-

operation with rural workers,
49

 the common good,
50

 and the Christian vocation and mis-

sion in relation to these realities.
51

  

 John’s focus on socio-cultural, political, and economic realities was not new in the 

tradition of papal social teaching. Holland explains that the postmodern “Johannine strat-

                                                 
35

 David J. O’Brien and Thomas Shannon, editors. Catholic Social Thought: The Documentary 

Heritage, (Orbis: Maryknoll, 2010), 85. 

36
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 68. 

37
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 73. 

38
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 104. 

39
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 116. 

40
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 122. 

41
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 123. 

42
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 127. 

43
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 128. 

44
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 132. 

45
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 134. 

46
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 135 

47
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 137. 

48
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 141. 

49
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 146. 

50
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 147. 

51
 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, 149. 



 

42 

egy follows and builds on the earlier Leonine strategy.”
52

 In fact, John XXIII explains 

that one of the goals in writing Mater et Magistra was to re-contextualize the teachings of 

Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum in light of changes in scientific, economic, 

and political conditions.
53

 John specifically wanted to renew Leo’s teaching and concern 

for “workers’ conditions” as well as the problems of “weak and harassed men.”
54

 

Pope John XXIII Turns to the Poor 

 In Mater et magistra John emphasized the need to protect and care for the most vul-

nerable and weaker members of society. For example, John argues that nations “should 

safeguard the rights of all citizens, especially the weaker, particularly workers, women, 

and children.”
55

 Moreover, John claims that the richer sectors of a nation ought to assist 

those working in poor areas who are not enjoying the fruits of progress.
56

 John also adds 

a global dimension to his discussion of the relationship between richer and poorer na-

tions.
57

 John calls for “aid to less developed areas” as a requirement of “justice” between 

“nations differing in economic development.”
58

 As Marvin Mich notes, the “Church owes 
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much to John XXIII and the social teaching of Mater et Magistra” for opening up “the 

ability to see the need for a preferential option for the poor.”
59

  

Pacem in Terris 

 In 1962 the Berlin Wall divided Europe, the United States and U.S.S.R were on the 

brink of nuclear war over the deployment of missiles to Cuba, and the cold war was the 

focus of global politics.
60

 Amid this political and sociocultural reality the Second Vatican 

Council got underway and John wrote Pacem in Terris.
61

 Like Mater et Magistra, Pacem 

in Terris shows that John turns the Church toward “reading the signs of the times,” that 

is, toward the theological interpretation of historical reality as a locus theologicus. To 

support this claim, I first show that John turned to the methodological strategy of “read-

ing the signs of the times” in order to focus on human rights. I then show that John focus-

es again on the poor. 

The Methodological Turn to the Signs of the Times  

 Drew Christiansen explains that in the philosophical argument of Pacem in Terris the 

empirical logic of reading the signs of the times led John “to an affirmation of the values 

discerned in the world, as in the growing sense of equality, the claiming of rights by 
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women, workers, and racial minorities, or the opposition to war.”
62

 At the same time, by 

reading the signs of the times John established “a negative dialectic between the existing 

political conditions”
63

 and the social imaginary that Jesus named the kingdom of God. 

John's methodology of reading the signs of the times further turned Catholic theology to-

ward a “different moral logic, not one of moral principles alone.”
64

 For example, John 

focused on human rights and public duties.
65

 John wrote: “every man has the right to life, 

to bodily integrity, and to the means which are suitable for the proper development of 

life; these are primarily food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and finally the neces-

sary social services.”
66

 In addition, John stated: “a human being also has the right to secu-

rity in cases of sickness, inability to work, widowhood, old age, unemployment, or any 

other case in which he is deprived of the means of subsistence through no fault of his 

own.”
67

 John also argued for universal access to the human right to education and profes-

sional training.
68

 And, John also linked economic rights with the human right to immi-

grate.
69
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 John concluded his discussion of human rights with the claim that it is the duty of all 

Christians take an “active part in public life.”
70

 John suggests that to achieve such dutiful 

Christian participation education must become more integral so that the “divorce be-

tween” Christian “faith and practice” can be overcome.
71

  In the end, besides his canoni-

zation of Cardijn’s method in Mater et Magistra, John’s retrieval of Jesus’ call to read the 

signs of the times adds much magisterial weight to the turn toward a praxis-based meth-

odology and the interpretation of historical realities as a locus theologicus. 

Vatican Council II: The Conciliar Turn to Historical Reality 

 On the Feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, January 25, 1959, Pope John XXIII called 

an ecumenical council. John wanted the Council to renew the Church’s ways of “think-

ing, deciding, and acting.”
72

 Nearly two years later, on Christmas Day 1961, John formal-

ly convoked the Council with the Apostolic Constitution Humanae Salutis (Of Human 

Salvation).
73

 John XXIII unfortunately died before the Council ended, but another Pope, 

Paul VI presided over the Council as Schema XIII was drafted. Schema XIII was the 

working draft of the document that became Gaudium et Spes: The Pastoral Constitution 

on the Church in the Modern World.  

 In what follows I argue that key theological advisors at Vatican Council II renewed 

the positions of those who laid the foundations of the turn to praxis-based theological 
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methods that interpret historical reality as a locus theologicus. To support this claim I 

show that Yves Congar resurrected Blondel’s ideas at the Council. Second, I show that 

the committee that drafted Schema XIII specifically used Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act meth-

od to construct the document.
74

 I also present how M-D Chenu emphasized that the 

methodology of reading the signs of the times was key to the drafting process of Schema 

XIII. Last, I explain that Cardijn argued that the pastoral constitution should reflect a fo-

cus on the unjust reality experienced by the poor. 

Vatican Council II: Congar Resurrects Blondel  

 Yves Congar was born on April 13, 1904, in Sedan, France to a family originally 

from Celtic Brittany.
75

 He entered the Dominican Order in France in 1925 and studied at 

its theological center Le Saulchoir, when it was in exile in Belgium.
76

 In the midst of Vat-

ican Council II, Congar published The Meaning of Tradition (1964). In it Congar praised 

Blondel’s description of tradition as historical, calling it “one of the finest descriptions of 

tradition that exist.”
77

 Furthermore, Congar argued that Blondel successfully showed that 
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the Christian tradition has the ever-present experience of historical reality as a source of 

authentic reference for Christian ethics and history.
78

  

 Congar finds Blondel’s position appealing because he agrees that the interpretation of 

historical reality holds a privileged position over ideological assertions.
79

 In fact, Congar 

used Blondel’s ideas to assert that Christian “tradition” is the “living communication” of 

God to His people, and, therefore, the “content is inseparable from the act by which one 

living person hands it on to another.”
80

 In other words, Congar believed: “Everything is 

absolutely historical including the person of Jesus Christ. The Gospel is historical; 

Thomas Aquinas is historical; Pope Paul VI is historical.”
81

  

 In the end, Congar, inspired by his studies at Le Saulchoir and by his reading of 

Blondel, strongly affected developments at Vatican II. In fact, in his diary of the council 

he wrote that toward the end of the council “a great many bishops congratulated me, 

thanked me. To a good extent, it was my work, they said.”
82

 Who else influenced the fi-

nal documents that emerged at Vatican II? Re-enter Cardijn, along with M-D. Chenu. 

Gaudium et Spes: The Conciliar Turn to Cardijn’s Method 

 Gigacz explains that “In October 1964, after much criticism of an earlier draft of the 

Schema, the Central Sub-Commission adopted the See-Judge-Act method to re-draft the 
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final version.”
83

 In fact, “The Commission instructed: To the maximum extent possible 

each (drafting) sub-commission should: start from the facts; bring a Christian judgment in 

the light of the Gospel and Catholic tradition from the Fathers up to contemporary docu-

ments of the Magisterium; indicate concrete orientations for action (pastoral aspect).”
84

 

The Central Sub-Commission also decided: “Sub Commission I will provide a 'conspec-

tus generalis mundi hoderni' (signa temporum).”
85

 In other words, those in charge of 

drafting Schema XIII not only used Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method but integrated it with 

a methodology focused on reading the signs of the times. This development is crucial to 

the canonization of Cardijn’s method and the Church’s turn toward praxis-based method-

ologies that interpret historical reality as a locus theologicus. M-D Chenu echoes this sen-

timent. 

 Chenu, former regent of studies of the French Dominican school Le Saulchoir, and 

who served as the personal theological advisor to Bishop Claude Rolland of Antisirabé 
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(once a student at Le Saulchoir), was asked to help write Schema XIII.
86

 Chenu explains 

that from September to October of 1964 the sub-committee conducted an accurate analy-

sis, description and theological interpretation of "signs of the times.”
87

 Chenu claims that 

the subcommittee decided to move away from the abstract study of the nature of man (be-

ing) and toward temporal circumstances and signs of the times to focus on the problem of 

human historicity.
88

 Chenu also states that the sub-committee took the more historical 

approach because of the belief that history and Spirit are consubstantial.
89

 In the end, 

Chenu claimed that the focus on the signs of the times “was the most important aspect of 

the schema.”
90

 

Cardijn Turns the Pastoral Constitution toward the Poor 

 At one of the “interventions” during the debate about Schema XIII, Cardinal Cardijn
91

 

expressed that “In its solicitude for the condition of people today, the Church must have 

the greatest consideration for the general aspiration of the people of the Third World to 
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equality with the old countries in every domain of human life.”
92

 Cardijn further argued: 

“The faithful of the old Christian nations must, by all means, help relieve the suffering, 

the present misery and anguish of the Third World.” Moreover, Cardijn also argued “The 

Council, very strongly manifesting its Christian concern, must solemnly implore the old 

rich nations to unite…all their scientific, technical, economic and political resources…in 

order to relieve and suppress all the great sufferings, all the great anguishes of the Third 

World.”
93

 It is clear therefore that Cardijn strongly believed that the Church must con-

front the reality of the poverty and suffering of people in the third world. 

 After the final draft of Schema XIII was brought to the Council, Cardinals and Bish-

ops made speeches for or against different aspects of the document. Gigacz explains, 

“With the assistance of Fr. Yves Congar, O.P.,”
94

 Cardijn prepared a speech to argue that 

“in this Pastoral Constitution ... it is extremely important that it considers people not in a 

general manner but as they are concretely in the world today.”
95

 Cardijn also stated that 

the document must speak to “young people, workers, and, the Third World”
96

 because 

Jesus “said: ‘The Father sent me to bring good news to the poor.’”
97

 Cardijn clearly 
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wanted the document to focus on the concrete historical realities faced by young workers 

and the poor in the third world. 

 The final version of Gaudium et Spes reflects the work of the aforementioned inter-

locutors. For example, the document demonstrates a clear focus on the human right to: 

“food, clothing, and shelter; the right to choose a state of life freely and to found a fami-

ly; the right to education, to employment, to a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate 

information, to activity in accord with the upright norm of one’s own conscience, to pro-

tection of privacy, and to rightful freedom in matters religious too.”
98

 By discussing hu-

man rights the document makes explicit that the Church; “realizes that it is truly and in-

timately linked with mankind and its history,” especially with “The joys and hopes, the 

griefs and anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way 

afflicted, these too are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of 

Christ.”
99

 Moreover, the document supports its focus on the poor with biblical warrants 

that retrieve Jesus’ praxis on behalf of the poor. For example, Luke 16:18-31 is invoked 

to show that the Church believes that “everyone must consider his every neighbor with-

out exception as another self” so as “not to imitate the rich man who had no concern for 

the poor man Lazarus.”
100

 And, the Fathers and Doctors of the Church are also invoked to 

show the Church believes “that men are obliged to come to the relief of the poor and to 

do so not merely out of their superfluous goods.” In another important section the docu-

ment states “Since there are so many people prostrate with hunger in the world, this sa-
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cred council urges all, both individuals and governments, to remember the aphorism of 

the Fathers…Feed the man dying of hunger, because if you have not fed him, you have 

killed him.”
101

 Clearly, the voices of Pope Leo XIII, Maurice Blondel, and Pope John 

XXIII are mediated through the voices of Joseph Cardijn, Yves Congar, and M-D Chenu. 

But how is this turn received? The canonical turn to methods of praxis and the interpreta-

tion of historical reality, especially the reality of the poor, as a locus theologicus is con-

firmed by Pope Paul VI.  

Giovanni Battista Montini: Pope Paul VI 

 Giovanni Battista Montini was born “to middle-class parents in Concesio, near Bre-

scia, in northern Italy on September 26, 1898.”
102

 Montini was ordained a priest on May 

29, 1920 and worked in various Vatican offices for more than thirty years until 1954, 

when he was named Archbishop of Milan. In 1958 John XXIII made Montini a cardinal 

and involved him in “preparations for Vatican Council II.”
103

 After the death of John 

XXIII, Montini was elected Pope and took the name Paul VI. 

                                                 
101

 Paul VI, Gaudium et Spes, 69n10, n12. 

102
 Anthony D. Andreassi, “Pope Paul VI,” The Modern Catholic Encyclopedia. Glazier, Michael 

and Monika K. Hellwig, editors. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1994), 652-3. 

103
 Andreassi, Paul VI, 653. Montini, for example, belonged to the Central Preparatory Committee 

and the Technical Organizing Committee. In these capacities, he was often consulted by Pope John, who 

even invited him to reside at the Vatican, a privilege extended to no other Council Father. During the First 

Session, he is appointed to the Secretariat for Extraordinary Affairs, a post that seems to have been meant 

precisely to give him the opportunity to play an important role in the decisions that gave overall direction to 

the Council’s work. For more on this issue see Edward O’Connor, C.S.C., Pope Paul and the Spirit: Char-

isms and Church Renewal in the Teaching of Paul VI, (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 1978), 64n4. 



 

53 

 Pope Paul VI wrote many documents and encyclicals but an analysis of Populorum 

Progessio (1967)
104

 and Octogesima Adveniens (1971)
105

 show that he confirmed his 

predecessor’s canonization of Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method with its praxis-based 

methodology.
 106

 To support this claim, I develop an argument in three steps. First, I ap-

peal to Populorum Progressio and Octogesima Adveniens to show that Paul draws from 

Cardijn’s method to interpret historical reality, or “read the signs of the times.” Second, I 

appeal to the same two documents to show that Paul’s methodological focus on historical 

reality aligns him with his predecessor, John XXIII. Third, I use the same documents to 

show that Paul VI adds canonical weight to the Church’s turn to poverty and the poor as a 

locus theologicus. 

Pope Paul VI and Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act Method  

 Pope Paul VI draws from Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method to write Populorum Pro-

gressio (1967). The document is parceled into three subsections: (1) “The Data of the 

Problem,” (2) “The Church and Development,” and, (3) “Action to be Undertaken.”  In 

subsection one, the “data” is the historical reality that Paul “sees.” In subsection two, 

Paul explains how the Church “judges” the data by the light of the gospel and wisdom of 

the Christian tradition. In subsection three, Paul provides a pastoral reflection that advo-
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cates change of certain political realities via strategic Christian “action.” In other words, 

as Allan Figueroa Deck explains: “Paul VI follows the lead of his predecessor John 

XXIII in proposing the ‘observe, judge, act’ paradigm of pastoral reflection.”
107

 

  Four years later, to honor the eightieth anniversary of the publication of Leo 

XIII’s Rerum Novarum, Paul VI wrote Octogesima Adveniens (1971). In the document 

Paul VI explicitly draws from Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method of theological praxis. 

Paul writes: “It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situa-

tion which is proper to their own country, to shed light on it of the Gospel’s unalterable 

words and to draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment and directives for action 

from the social teaching of the church.”
108

 In other words, Paul supports the integration of 

social analysis
109

 and theological reflection “to bring about the social, political and eco-

nomic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed.”
110

  

Pope Paul VI Turns to Historical Reality 

 After becoming pope, Paul VI travelled to Latin America in 1960, to Africa in 1962, 

and, to the Holy Land and India. His travels helped him see that many people are “striv-

ing to escape” realities of “hunger, misery, endemic diseases, and ignorance.”
111

 The 

poverty Paul VI saw in his travels around the world inspired him to confront the political 

reality of underdevelopment, which he attributed to colonialist politics and laissez-faire 
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economics.
112

 For example, Paul writes that laissez-faire capitalism “left to itself it works 

rather to widen the differences in the world’s levels of life, not to diminish them: rich 

peoples enjoy rapid growth whereas the poor develop slowly.”
113

  

 In Octogesima Adveniens (1971) Paul explains that “flagrant inequalities exist in the 

economic, cultural, and political development of nations.” And, while “Some countries 

enjoy prosperity,” many “others are struggling against starvation.”
114

 Paul VI states that 

such realities are caused by “disordered growth” in global economic structures, which 

forces the weakest members of society to subsist in “dehumanizing living conditions” on 

the outskirts of cities.
115

  

 Pope Paul also urges laypeople to confront this “dehumanizing” reality and “take up 

as their own proper task the renewal of the temporal order.”
116

 To meet this goal, Paul 

argues that “it is not enough to recall principles, state intentions, point to crying injustic-

es, and utter prophetic denunciations; these words will lack real weight unless they are 

accompanied for each individual by a livelier awareness of personal responsibility and by 

effective action.”
117

   

Pope Paul VI Turns to the Poor as a Locus Theologicus 

 In Populorum Progressio Paul discusses underdevelopment and global poverty in 

light of the teaching and example of Jesus, “who cited the preaching of the Gospel to the 
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poor as a sign of his mission.”
118

 Not only does Paul VI invoke Jesus as the foundation 

for his concern for the poor, but he also supplements his claim with appeals to various 

statements from the Christian tradition. To make his case Paul appeals to 1 John 3:17 

which states, “If someone who has the riches of this world sees his brother in need and 

closes his heart to him, how does the love of God abide in him.”
119

 To add depth to his 

argument about the poor, Paul invokes the words of Saint Ambrose: “You are not making 

a gift of your possessions to the poor person. You are handing over to him what is his. 

For what has been given in common for the use of all, you have arrogated to yourself. 

The world is given to all, and not only to the rich.”
120

 In addition, Paul states: “no one is 

justified in keeping for his exclusive use what he does not need when others lack necessi-

ties,”
121

 because “today...in whole continents countless men and women are ravaged by 

hunger,” and “countless numbers of children are undernourished.”
122

 Paul then invokes 

the Biblical figure of Lazarus and the parable about the rich man in order to make an 

analogy concerning the relationship between rich and poor nations (LK 16:19-31).
123

 Paul 

then retrieves teachings from Gaudium et Spes to strengthen his argument that “advanced 

nations have a very heavy obligation to help the developing peoples.”
124

  

 The focus of Populorum Progressio is clear - the mission of the Church must be one 

that enacts a preferential option for the poor. For example, Paul writes: “we must repeat 
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once more that the superfluous wealth of the rich countries should be placed at the ser-

vice of poor nations.”
125

 And, that “when so many people are hungry” and there happens 

to be “public and private squandering of wealth” on such things as “armaments” we must 

“denounce it.”
126

 Paul also claims that “if ever there was a reality whose scope and ur-

gency required the engagement of the highest echelons of government at the level of the 

state and international bodies it was global poverty.”
127

 The evidence from Populorum 

Progressio clearly shows that Paul’s focus on the reality of poverty advocates for the 

Church's “charity for the poor in the world” to become “more active.”
128

  

 In Octogesima Adveniens Paul continues to develop the gospel theme of a preferential 

option for the poor.
129

 In Octogesima Adveniens Paul writes: “In teaching us charity, the 

Gospel instructs us in the preferential respect due to the poor and the special situation 

they have in a society: the more fortunate should renounce some of their rights so as to 

place their goods more generally at the service of others.”
130

  

 Paul also enlarges the theological understanding of the “poor to include the handi-

capped and the maladjusted, the old, and different groups of those on the fringes of socie-

ty.”
131

 Paul includes in his definition of the poor anyone who is “among the victims of 

situations of injustice” particularly “those who are discriminated against on account of 
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their race, origin, color, culture, sex, or religion.
132

” Paul specifies that among victims of 

injustice are specifically “emigrant workers” who, due to “their real participation in the 

economic effort of the country that receives them,” should receive “decent housing” and 

the right to “professional advancement.”
133

 

 Populorum Progressio and Octogesima Adveniens clearly and prophetically speak out 

on behalf of the needs of the global poor while calling upon the rich to cooperate in alle-

viating those needs through focused attention to the economic and political reality of 

poverty and the plight of the poor. And, because Paul VI drew from the See-Judge-Act 

method of praxis the Pope added considerable canonical weight to the Catholic Church’s 

epoch-defining turn to Cardijn’s method with its praxis-based methodology that interprets 

historical reality, especially the reality of the poor, as a locus theologicus. 

Conclusion 

 I have argued that in the mid-twentieth centry the Catholic Magisterium canonized 

Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method with its praxis-based methodology that interprets histor-

ical reality as a locus theologicus. To support this claim, I appealed to two encyclicals 

written by Pope John XXIII, specifically Mater et Magistra and Pacem in Terris. I also 

appealed to the work done at Vatican II by Cardinal Cardijn, and theological advisors M-

D Chenu and Yves Congar, particularly their contributions of retrieving Blondel as well 

as their use of Cardijn’s method to write Gaudium et Spes. Last, I showed that Pope Paul 

VI, particularly in Populorum Progressio and Octogesima Adveniens, confirmed the ca-
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nonical turn to Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method and the interpretation of historical reali-

ty, with an added focus on the interpretation of poverty as a locus theologicus. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LATIN AMERICAN METHODS OF PRAXIS: 

THE TURN TO A METHODOLOGY GROUNDED IN AN OPTION FOR THE 

POOR 

Overview 

 Both the Episcopal Conference of Latin America [Consejo Episcopal Latinoamerica-

no], and Latin American “liberation” theologians, adopt and develop Cardijn’s See-

Judge-Act method of theological praxis to interpret historical reality as a locus theologi-

cus. To support this claim I present select material from the documents produced by the 

bishops at meetings at Medellin, Colombia (1968), Puebla, Mexico (1979), and Apare-

cida, Brazil (2007). I also analyze the work of Gustavo Gutierrez and Clodovis Boff to 

show that they offer reflections on method and methodology, praxis, and historical reality 

as a locus theologicus. I also show that what results from the Latin American turn to 

methods praxis and historical reality was a prophetic call for the Catholic Church to reor-

ient its mission toward a preferential option for the poor. First, however, it is important to 

contextualize the historical reality of post-conciliar Latin America. 

Post-Conciliar Latin America: Historical Context 

 “One should never speak of Latin America as if it were a single, homogenous region, 

since in fact the area is exceedingly diverse.”
1
 Yet, at the same time, “Latin American 
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countries share a common basis in law, language, history, culture, sociology, colonial ex-

perience, and overall political patterns.”
2
 For example, colonial Latin America was “dom-

inated by a political, social, and economic structure that has its roots not in modernity but 

in medievalism.”
3
 What Spain and Portugal “brought to the New World reflected the tra-

ditions” of Western European feudal society, including “a rigid, authoritarian political 

system; a similarly rigid and hierarchical class structure; a feudal, statist, and mercantilist 

economy; an absolutist church; and a similarly closed and absolutist educational sys-

tem.”
4
 And, because “The economy was feudal and exploitative; in accord with the pre-

vailing mercantilism, the wealth of the colonies was drained to benefit the mother coun-

tries and was not used for the betterment of the colonies themselves.”  

 According to Wiarda and Kline “the Roman Catholic Church reinforced royal author-

ity and policy in the colonies” because it was similarly absolutist and authoritarian.
5
 Its 

role was to Christianize and pacify the indigenous population and thus serve the 

“Crown’s assimilationist policies.” O. Ernesto Valiente also writes that “until the mid-

20th century the church honored this alliance and tacitly endorsed the socioeconomic 

structures that relegated the majority of the population to substandard living conditions.”
6
 

Speaking about Latin America from a contemporary U.S. theological perspective, Eliza-
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beth Johnson has likewise argued: “For centuries the Catholic Church was complicit in 

creating such historical-sociocultural realities that favored those who ruled.”
7
 Simply put, 

the colonial power structure, aided by the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, contributed 

to the creation of an exploitative colonial economy built on a yawning “gap between the 

wealthy ruling class and the vast masses of the population.”
8
 

 Wiarda and Kline add that even though “Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule last-

ed…from the late fifteenth through the early nineteenth century, it was a remarkably sta-

ble period with few revolts.”
9
 In the “late eighteenth century” however, “the first serious 

cracks began to appear in this monolithic colonial structure. Under the impact of the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment, ideas of liberty, freedom, and nationalism began to 

creep in, and the examples of revolutions in the United States (1776) and France (1789) 

caused tremors in Latin America.”
10

 

 Wiarda and Kline describe how “the independence struggles in Latin America waxed 

and waned for nearly two decades” before Simon Bolivar and Jose de San Martin were 

able to defeat the royalist forces in the key battle of Ayacucho in 1824, thus ending Span-

ish authority in South America.”
11

 By the mid-1820’s almost all Spanish forces and rul-
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ing authorities had retreated from mainland Latin America. The exceptions were the is-

lands of Cuba and Puerto Rico, which remained Spanish colonies until 1898.
12

 

 It should not be surprising, therefore, that after independence Latin America entered a 

chaotic period.
13

 Wiarda and Klein state that, “deprived of their Spanish markets but still 

lacking new ones, many of the countries slipped back to a more primitive barter economy 

and living standards plummeted…In the absence of political parties, organized interest 

groups, or well-established institutions of any kind, the Latin American countries sank 

into either dictatorship or anarchy.” Hence, the immediate post-independence period, 

from the mid-1820s until the the mid-1850s, was, in most countries, a time of turbulence 

and decline.
14

  

 Wiarda and Kline add that, “By the 1850s a degree of stability had begun to appear in 

many Latin American countries.”
15

 Along with increased stability came foreign invest-

ment and greater productivity. “British capital was invested in the area, providing a major 

stimulus to growth. New lands were opened to cultivation and new exports such as sugar, 

coffee, tobacco, beef, and wool began to restore national coffers.”
16

 These changes accel-

erated “in the 1870s and 1880s” and “represented the first stirrings of modernization in 

Latin America.”
17
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 Moreover, “economic growth” at this time “also increased political stability, although 

not in all countries.”
18

 Wiarda and Kline argue that “three patterns may be observed.”
19

 

The first, present in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Peru “involved the consolidation of 

power by an export-oriented landed oligarchy where “power changed only among the 

elites.”
20

 The second pattern, evident in Mexico, Venezuela, and the Dominican Repub-

lic, involved the seizure of power by strong authoritarian dictators while a third pattern 

emerged slightly later in the first decades of the twentieth century, in the smaller, weaker, 

and resource-poor countries of Central America and the Caribbean.
21

 In Haiti, Cuba, the 

Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Panama a pattern emerged that involved “U.S. mili-

tary intervention and occupation, with the Marines carrying out many of the same poli-

cies as the…oligarchs and dictators.”
22

 

 By the 1930’s “large-scale industrialization began in most Latin American countries. 

But, most of the heavy industries - steel, electricity, petroleum, manufacturing - were es-

tablished as state-owned industries.”
23

 Wiarda and Kline describe this system as “state 

capitalism” to distinguish it from the “laissez-faire or free market capitalism” that 

emerged in Western Europe. However, after “the market crashed in the United States in 

1929 and Europe the following year, the bottom dropped out of the market for Latin 
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American exports, sending the region’s economies into a tailspin and undermining their 

political systems as well.”
24

  

 Between 1930 and 1935 governments were overthrown in fourteen of the twenty Lat-

in American countries. Thus, “the chasm between traditional powerholders and the new 

social and political forces clamoring for change had grown wider; the new forces were 

demanding reform and democratization.”
25

 And, “some countries, after a brief interrup-

tion and instability in the early 1930s, reverted to oligarchic rule. In other countries, new, 

military dictatorships came into power, such as those of Fulgencio Batista in Cuba, Ana-

stasio Somoza in Nicaragua, Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, and Jorge Ubico 

in Guatemala.
26

 

 Wiarda and Kline explain that “During World War II and the postwar period, Latin 

America developed rapidly on the basis of what was called the import-substitution indus-

trialization (ISI) model.”
27

 However, “instead of decreasing the need to export primary 

goods, ISI increased that need, since exports were needed to pay for machinery for the 

new industries, which had to be imported.”
28

 In addition, “growing demands for new so-

cial programs outstripped many countries’ ability to pay for them.” The demands for so-

cial programs led to volatility in politics. According to Wiarda and Kline, “Politically, the 

1960s was a period when workers, peasants, and left-wing guerrillas were all mobilizing: 

the traditional elites, feeling threatened by the mass mobilization, thus turned to the mili-
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tary to keep lower classes in check. This is called “bureaucratic authoritarianism” - or 

rule by institutional armed forces and their civilian supporters.”
29

 While “There was a 

brief democratic interlude in the late 1950s and early 1960s in Argentina, Brazil, the Do-

minican Republic, and Honduras…by the late 1960s and through the 1970s Latin Ameri-

can had succumbed to a new wave of militarism. By the mid-1970s, fourteen of the twen-

ty countries were again under military-authoritarian rule.”
30

 And, “Only Colombia, Costa 

Rica, and Venezuela were democracies, and even they were elite-directed regimes.”
31

  

  Robert Lasalle-Klein notes that what is crucial to understand about this time in 

Latin America is that twentieth century struggles to end military rule and oppression by 

local elites was led by a spirit of decolonialization that mobilized literally millions of 

people in Latin American civil society behind demands for elections and economic re-

form.
32

 For example, “Frequently chaotic, driven by nationalistic concerns, and some-

times backed by armed rebellions,” these political movements eventually “succeeded in 

bringing an end to military rule in Argentina in 1983, Bolivia in 1982, Brazil in 1985, 

Chile in 1990, El Salvador in 1984, Guatemala in 1986, Haiti in 1990 and 1994, Hondu-

ras in 1982, Nicaragua in 1979, Panama in 1989, Paraguay in 1993, Peru in 1980, and 

Uruguay in 1985.”
33

 In the end, a difficult and bloody struggle waged by popular mass 

mobilizations against the military and traditional elites is what caused the military dicta-

torships to be no longer viable.  
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 Another crucial aspect of the political context is that the Latin American bishops did 

not initially support the leftist political movements that were mobilizing civil society in 

massive numbers against the military dictatorships in order to promote democratic social-

ism. According to Jaime Vidaurrazaga the initial seeds of change in Latin America stem 

from a “budding historical movement of social, economic, and political transformation in 

which the poor themselves were the historical subjects fighting for their own rigths and 

for a new society.”
34

 Vidaurrazaga adds that the “irruption of the poor” in “Latin Ameri-

can society had not been orchestrated or engineered by church activists, but Vatican II-

minded church leaders could not let the opportunity to effect meaningful change in favor 

of the poor pass by during such an upsurge of activism.”
35

 As Thomas Kelly notes, “the 

church had always been political,” the political movements simply openend up an oppor-

tunity for the Church to make a real shift and side with the poor.
36

  

 As the political clashes turned violent, many of the Latin American bishops began to 

question why reality was marked by economic inequality, sociopolitical and religious in-

justice, and decided to make the question of poverty and its causes, along with poor peo-

ple themselves, the central theological locus of their teaching.
37

 The choice of poverty as 
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the primary locus stemmed from their belief that poverty, and the reality associated with 

it, were, and are, a contradiction of Christian existence.
38

 Why did they believe this? Be-

cause lack of food and drinkable water, lack of housing, education, health care, and lack 

of employment not only add up to short lives of misery, but are also an affront to Chris-

tian notions of the human, the good life, and the Kingdom of God.
39

 Where was this be-

lief first affirmed by the bishops?  

Medellin, Colombia (1968) 

 Valiente explains that even before Pope Paul VI delivered “the concluding address of 

Vatican II on December 8, 1965, preparations had already begun for the Second Episco-

pal Conference of Latin American Bishops.”
40

 In fact, “Chilean bishop Manuel Larrain, 

president of CELAM at the time, and his vice-president, Brazilian bishop Helder Camara, 

decided that an assembly of Latin American bishops” was “needed to examine the conti-

nent’s situation in light of Vatican II.”
41

  

 The Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops eventually took place 

between August 24 and September 6, 1968, in Medellin, Colombia. The bishops produce 

several documents at this meeting. The Justice, Peace, and Poverty documents clearly put 

into practice Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method with its praxis-based methodology. The 

documents provide a good example of how the bishops appropriate Cardijn’s method to 
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make a theological interpretation of Latin American political and economic reality, which 

led to their prophetic call for a preferential option for the poor.  

The Bishops Turn to Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act Method 

 All three documents are divided into three sections: I. Pertinent Facts; II. Doctrinal 

Basis; and III. Projection for Social Pastoral Planning, which follow the paradigm, See-

Judge-Act. In “Part I” of the Justice document the bishops describe “pertinent facts” that 

describe Latin America as a place where misery “besets large masses of human beings in 

all of our countries.”
42

 In Section II, the bishops use Jesus’ eschatological vision to argue 

that any cultural context characterized by abject poverty is an affront to Jesus’ vision that 

the Kingdom of God is at hand (MK 1:15).
43

 In section III the bishops assert that the 

Church's “pastoral mission” must include educative programs that inspire changes in per-

sonal and social action.
44

 

 The Poverty document is likewise parceled into three sections. Section I describes 

“the Latin American scene” as one of “tremendous social injustices…which keep the ma-

jority of our peoples in dismal poverty, which in many cases becomes inhuman wretch-

edness.”
45

 In section II, “Doctrinal Motivation,” the bishops assert that “it will be neces-

sary to reemphasize strongly that the example and teaching of Jesus…place before the 
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Latin American Church a challenge and a mission that she cannot sidestep and to which 

she must respond with a speed and boldness adequate to the urgency of the times.”
46

 In 

Section III, “Pastoral Orientations,” the bishops argue, 

We ought to sharpen the awareness of our duty of solidarity with the poor, to 

which charity leads us. This solidarity means that we make ours their problems 

and their struggles, that we know how to speak with them. This has to be concre-

tized in criticism of injustice and oppression, in the struggle against the intolera-

ble situation which a poor person often has to tolerate, in the willingness to dia-

logue with the groups responsible for that situation in order to make them under-

stand their obligations.
47

  

In the statement, “Message to the Peoples of Latin America,” the bishops state that 

“We believe that we are in a new historical era. This era requires clarity in order to 

see, lucidity in order to diagnose, and solidarity in order to act.”
48

 Cardijn’s See-

Judge-Act formula is clearly present in the statement. 

The Bishops Turn to Historical Reality and an Option for the Poor 

 Part I of the Peace document focuses on historical reality, again using Cardijn’s See-

Judge-Act method and a praxis-based methodology. The bishops describe how they see 
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economic underdevelopment in Latin America as an obstacle to peace,
49

 adding that eco-

nomic underdevelopment in Latin America has created “extreme inequality among social 

classes in Latin America” resulting in a “socio-economic, cultural, political, racial, and 

religious…bi-classism” in both urban and rural areas.
50

 They argue that this extreme ine-

quality is partially due to power unjustly exercised by the historically dominant sectors, 

who have created an economic gap and social poverty that represent not only a class di-

vide between rich and poor in Latin America but real structural sin and “institutionalized 

violence.”
51

 

 In part II of the document the bishops offer a theological reflection on reality, assert-

ing that the establishment of peace must take place through the transformation of power-

ful groups who are responsible for social, political, economic, and cultural oppression 

that result in mass inequality.
52

 The bishops add that such inequalities and structural defi-

ciencies are evident in whole towns that “lack necessities” that “hinders all initiative in 

social and political life, thus violating fundamental rights.”
53

 The bishops then assert that 

these structural deficiencies will only change through a transformation of attitudes and 

conversion of hearts.
54
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 In part III the bishops argue that the unjust realities in Latin America call Christians 

to create a just society through action, particularly educative action,
55

 oriented toward 

defending the rights of the poor and oppressed in light of the Gospel.
56

 To defend the 

rights of the poor the bishops explain that Catholic “schools, seminaries, and universities” 

should nurture a critical and prophetic sense of excessive inequalities between the poor 

and rich and the weak and powerful.
57

 Thus, the Medellin documents clearly show that 

the Latin American bishops made a prophetic turn to the historical reality of poverty us-

ing Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method and a praxis-based methodology.
58

 While the “pref-

erential option for the poor” is implicit in the texts produced at Medellin, the phrase was 

not made explicit until the 1979 CELAM meeting in Puebla, Mexico.
59

 

Puebla, Mexico (1979) 

 The Third General Conference of Latin American bishops took place at Puebla, Mex-

ico. The Puebla document, like the Medellin documents, turns toward the interpretation 

of historical reality utilizing Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method.
60

 The document begins 

with a graphic “description of the situation,” moves on to “an examination of its causes,” 
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and concludes with a “judgment in faith that all of this merits.”
61

 Gutierrez explains that 

by placing theological judgment second, the bishops are able to generate a prophetic de-

nouncement of structural realities that oppress the poor in Latin America.
62

 Gutierrez also 

asserts that, like Medellin, “Puebla’s conviction is the fruit of praxis.”
63

 This is evident in 

the Puebla document itself as well as in the commentary on it by Latin American theolo-

gians Gustavo Gutierrez and Jon Sobrino. 

The Bishops Return to Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act Method 

 In Part One, the bishops describe facts and signs from their own cultural context.
64

 In 

other words, using the “see” step of the method, the bishops read the signs of the times.
65

 

In Part II the bishops reflect theologically on the “signs of the times,” and interpret their 

historical reality in the light of the gospel.
66

 In McGrath’s language, the second part of 

the Puebla document is where the Bishops “gospelize” reality.
67

 McGrath, like Gutierrez, 

claims that by placing theological reflection second, after social analysis, Catholic social 

teaching is able to adapt to changing circumstances of time and place, yet always remain 

in fidelity to the Gospel.
68

 

                                                 
61

 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2010), 132. 

62
 Gutierrez, Power of the Poor, 136 

63
 Gutierrez, Power of the Poor, 151. 

64
 McGrath, Puebla and Beyond: Documentation and Commentary, John Eagleson and Philip 

Scharper, ed. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1979), 90. 

65
 McGrath, Puebla and Beyond, 91. 

66
 McGrath, Puebla and Beyond, 94-7.  

67
 McGrath, Puebla and Beyond, 96. 

68
 McGrath, Puebla and Beyond, 100. 



 

 75 

 Parts III, IV, and V detail a pastoral strategy to initiate change in Latin America.
69

 

While much could be said about these chapters, the key for our purposes is the bishops’ 

use of Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method to interpret Latin American historical reality, 

judge it according to the Gospel, and propose strategies for ecclesial action. But, what is 

the outcome from our perspective of the bishops turn to historical reality via Cardijn’s 

method of theological praxis? 

The Bishops Canonical Turn Toward for a Preferential Option for the Poor 

 At Puebla, the bishops build on the prophetic position of Medellin.
70

 The bishops 

write: “We place ourselves within the dynamic thrust of the Medellin Conference” and 

adopt its vision of reality.
71

 The focus is therefore on the “preferential but not exclusive 

love for the poor”
72

 who suffer from “inhuman poverty in which millions of Latin Ameri-

cans live.”
73

   

 The bishops explain that poverty in Latin America finds expression in things such 

as a “high rate of infant mortality, lack of adequate housing, health problems, starvation 

wages, unemployment and underemployment, malnutrition, job uncertainty, compulsory 

mass migrations, etc.”
74

 And they assert that what makes poverty most visible are “con-

crete faces in real life” that ought to prompt us “to recognize the suffering features of 
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Christ the Lord, who questions and challenges us.”
75

 It follows, therefore, that Christians 

should see the suffering features of Jesus crucified in: 

the faces of young children, struck down by poverty before they are born; the fac-

es of young people, who are disoriented because they cannot find their place in 

society, and who are frustrated by the lack of opportunity to obtain training and 

work; the faces of the indigenous peoples, and frequently the Afro-Americans as 

well; living marginalized lives in inhuman situations, they can be considered the 

poorest of the poor; the faces of the peasants, in exile almost everywhere on our 

continent … the faces of laborers, who frequently are ill-paid and who have diffi-

culty in defending their rights…the faces of the underemployed and the unem-

ployed, the faces of the marginalized and overcrowded urban dwellers, whose 

lack of material goods is matched by the ostentatious display of wealth by other 

segments of society; the faces of old people … frequently marginalized that disre-

gards people not engaged in production.
76

 

 Building on Medellin, the bishops add that these faces reveal not only social sin but a 

reality that demands a “conversion on the part of the whole church to a preferential op-

tion for the poor.”
77

 Without this preferential option for the poor, the bishops claim that 

“the situation of inhuman poverty in which millions of Latin Americans live” will con-

tinue to be “a contradiction to Christian existence.”
78

 In the end, the bishops advocate 

                                                 
75

 Third General Conference of the Bishops of the Latin American Episcopate, Puebla, 31. 

76
 Third General Conference of the Bishops of the Latin American Episcopate, Puebla, 32-39. 

77
 Third General Conference of the Bishops of the Latin American Episcopate, Puebla, 1134. 

78
 Third General Conference of the Bishops of the Latin American Episcopate, Puebla, 28. 



 

 77 

prophetic “action by the church…so that the displaced and marginalized people of our 

time do not become permanent second-class citizens.”
79

 

 While Jon Sobrino acknowledges that the spirit of Medellin is present at Puebla, he 

claims there are differences between the final documents.
80

 Sobrino explains that the Me-

dellin document cites a number of biblical and conciliar sources whereas the Puebla doc-

ument draws more from Pope Paul VI’s Evangelii Nuntiandi and discourses of Pope John 

Paul II.
81

 Sobrino also claims that, in contrast to Medellin, the bishops at Puebla sought 

an interpretation that is more culturalist, doctrinaire, and in accord with Western habits of 

thought.
82

  

 Sobrino does affirm that at Puebla the bishops succeed in helping the church continue 

to respond to the economic poverty, social marginalization, and political repression in 

Latin American that only worsened in the ten years after Medellin.
83

 And he concludes 

that the bishops’ advocacy of a preferential option for the poor is crucial in the develop-

ment of a theological ethic that aims to shape history in accord with Jesus’s notion of the 

kingdom of God.
84

 His argument, then, is that the Latin American option for the poor 
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emerges from a prophetic theological ethic, which seeks to eliminate poverty as scandal-

ous to Jesus’ good news about the Kingdom of God being at hand (MK 1:15).
85

 

From Santo Domingo (1992) to Aparecida (2007) 

 In October 1992, the Fourth General Conference of Latin American Bishops con-

vened in Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic.
86

 The final document of the Con-

ference yielded a different product from those of previous conferences at Medellin and 

Puebla. Valiente explains, “It does not begin with an analysis of reality, or a discernment 

of the signs of the times.”
87

 Rather than adopting Cardijn’s See, Judge, Act method, the 

bishops “point of departure” is an “ahistorical Christological reflection.”
88

 Valiente adds 

that, despite this shortcoming, the “preferential option for the poor” was reaffirmed.
89

 In 

the end, according to Valiente, the Santo Domingo document lacks the “prophetic energy 

of Medellin” and the “theological density” of Puebla.
90

 The bishops, however, return to 

Cardijn’s method at the Fifth General Conference at Aparecida, Brazil in 2007.  

 Before the 2007 meeting, twenty-two national episcopal conferences critiqued the 

preparatory document that ignored Cardijn's method in favor of its ahistorical Christolo-

gy.
91

 In response, a task force from CELAM was created, which crafted a working “syn-

thesis document” that integrates the See-Judge-Act method. Using Cardijn’s method the 
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bishops were able to refocus on the signs of the times (historical reality) and to sustain 

their commitment to the prophetic denunciation of poverty as an affront to God’s king-

dom.
92

 A brief analysis of the Bishops’ final document from Aparecida supports this 

claim. 

The Bishops Return to Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act Method 

 In Part I, “The Life of Our People Today,” the bishops write that “in continuity with 

previous general conferences of Latin American bishops, this document utilizes the see-

judge-act method.”
93

 The bishops state that with Cardijn's method the Church is able to 

see Latin America reality, judge it according to Jesus Christ and the tradition of the 

church in order to enact the spreading of the kingdom of God.
94

 In other words, they use 

Cardijn’s method to critique reality using the criterion of Christian wisdom to discern 

Christian missionary action.
95

 

The Bishops Return to Historical Reality and a Preferential Option for the Poor 

 The bishops’ focus on the historical reality of poverty at Aparecida demonstrates con-

tinuity with Medellin and Puebla.
96

 Like previous conferences, the Aparecida conference 

focuses on how people face exclusion and live in dire poverty because of their race and 

economic condition, including women, young people, poor people, the unemployed, mi-
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grants, displaced, landless peasants, boys and girls subjected to child prostitution, and 

victims of abortion.
97

 The bishops explain that the Church must continue to denounce 

these realities as structures of death, violence and injustice.
98

  

 The bishops argue that the root cause of Latin American misery and oppression is the 

influence of Western culture, insofar as it is driven by idols of power, wealth, monetary 

pleasure and an overvaluation of individual subjectivity.
99

 In addition, the bishops claim 

that the cultural colonialization of Latin America by western empires has imposed a no-

tion of the human person grounded in narcissistic individualism and hedonistic self-

satisfaction.
100

 The bishops denounce this form of culture for its focus on the individual 

at the expense of indifference toward the poor and most vulnerable.
101

  

 After presenting a socio-analytic description of what they see to be the root causes of 

poverty in Latin America, the bishops provide a critical theological reflection using the 

bible to show that the poor give us an opportunity to encounter Christ himself (Matt. 

25:37-40).
102

 The bishops explain that contemplation of Jesus’ suffering face in the mar-

ginated, and the encounter with Him in the afflicted and outcast, is the root of their advo-

cacy for a preferential option for the poor.
103

 The bishops state: “The suffering faces of 

the poor” and the “suffering face of Christ” are connected because as Jesus said: “what-
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ever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me.” (Matt 25:40).
104

 The 

bishops suggest, therefore, that the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 25, reveals how “the poor 

and those who suffer actually evangelize us” because their suffering represents Jesus’ 

suffering on the cross.
105

 In other words, the suffering faces of street people in large cit-

ies, migrants, sick people, addicts, and the imprisoned become the face of Jesus on the 

Cross.
106

  

 The bishops conclude that because intolerable social and economic inequalities exist 

in Latin America the Church must be an “advocate of justice and of the poor.”
107

 To meet 

such goals the bishops argue that a preferential option for the poor must permeate all 

Catholic structures and priorities, including Catholic professionals and politicians who 

are responsible for the finances of nations, the employment of people, and the economic 

development of countries.
108

 The bishops’ also warn that the option for the poor cannot 

remain at the level of theoretical claims. Rather, the bishops suggest that devoting time to 

the poor, providing them with attention, listening to them with interest, standing by them, 

and striving to transform their situation from within their midst is what Jesus himself 

proposes: “when you hold a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind (Lk 

14:13).
109

 Aside from the work done by many Latin American bishops to turn the mission 
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of the Catholic Church toward a preferential option for the poor, one priest has achieved 

perhaps more than anyone else in raising awareness about poverty as a locus theologicus. 

Gustavo Gutierrez 

 On June 8, 1928, Gustavo Gutierrez was born into genuine poverty and a loving mes-

tizo family (part Hispanic and Quechua Indian) in Lima, Peru. Gutierrez spent his early 

years bedridden by osteomyelitis from age twelve to eighteen. Later, after three years as a 

medical student at the University of San Marcos, Gutierrez entered the local seminary. 

After studies in philosophy and psychology at the Catholic University of Louvain in Bel-

gium, as well as theology at the University of Lyon in France and the Gregorian Univer-

sity in Rome (1951-9), Gutierrez was ordained a priest by the Archdiocese of Lima in 

1959.
110

 

 In 1965 Gutierrez attended the fourth and final session of Vatican II (1962-1965) as 

theological assistant to Bishop Manuel Larrain of Chile.
111

 In July 1968, inspired by the 

Council, Gutierrez offered “what many consider the first proposal for a ‘theology of lib-

eration’ at a gathering of priests and lay people in Chimbote, Peru, one month before 

Medellin.
112

 Three years later Gutierrez published A Theology of Liberation (1971) where 

he describes his work as theological reflection born of the experience of unjust reali-

ties.
113

 Gutierrez’s definition draws from the well of Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method and 
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a praxis-based methodology, as well as the Magisterium’s focus on interpreting historical 

reality, or reading the signs of the times. To support this claim I appeal to several of 

Gutierrez’s writings. 

Gutierrez’s Definition of Theological Praxis 

 Gutierrez describes contemporary theology as critical reflection on praxis, which ex-

amines anthropology and human activity in the world.
114

 Later, when his notion of theol-

ogy as a second act leads Clodovis Boff and others to misunderstand theology as a subse-

quent event to praxis (thereby separating theology from praxis), he clarifies his definition 

of theology in The Power of the Poor in History as referring to "critical reflection in, and 

on, faith as liberation praxis" (my emphasis).
115

  Invoking Yves Congar, Gutierrez 

claims: “Seen as a whole, the direction of theological thinking has been characterized by 

a transference away from attention to the being of supernatural realities (metaphysics and 

ontology), and toward attention to their relationship with man, with the world, and with 

the problems of all those who for us represent the Others.”
116

 Gutierrez adds that the 

Magisterium canonized this turned toward historical reality at Vatican II where the activi-

ty of the Church in the world became understood as the starting point for theological re-

flection.
117

 This point is crucial, for Gutierrez will insist, with Vatican II, that theology 

begins with the activity of the Church in the world. The theologian serves the Church in 

reflecting on its lived faith (as Anselm insists) and collaborating with God’s action in the 
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world, especially in carrying on the mission of Jesus to announce and initiate the King-

dom of God in history as good news for the poor. Gutierrez’ position is not derived from 

epistemological or philosophical warrants (like that of Clodovis Boff who we discuss 

next), but starts from the historical reality of God’s action as experienced and recounted 

by the people Israel and followers of Jesus in the bible and in Church teaching. 

 Gutierrez says that, besides the work of the Magisterium at Vatican II, another im-

portant forerunner in the Catholic shift toward historical reality and praxis was Maurice 

Blondel and his theory about human action serving as the starting point for all philosoph-

ical speculation.
118

 Gutierrez explains that yet another factor in the turn to historical reali-

ty and praxis was the development of the eschatological dimension of biblical teaching. 

Gutierrez points out that historical research on the bible shows a strong eschatological 

perspective that focuses on the importance of concrete behavior, deeds, action, and praxis 

in the Christian life.
119

 Gutierrez argues that these developments, along with others, has 

led to the understanding that theological methodology begins with critical reflection on 

humankind in the world, particularly on economic and socio-cultural issues.
120

 For 

Gutierrez, theology is the second step.
121

 But, here it is important to recall our earlier dis-

cussion of Blondel in order to understand that Gutierrez means to say the the Church’s 

praxis of faith is the primary object of theology. And, theology, like all thinking, is pri-

mary action-oriented. But it is not that thinking takes place later, after action is done. The 

                                                 
118

 Gutierrez, Liberation, 7-8n30. 

119
 Gutierrez, Liberation, 8n34. 

120
 Gutierrez, Liberation, 9. 

121
 Gutierrez, Liberation, 9n39. 



 

 85 

point is that theology operates in a hermeneutical circle or constantly unfolding spiral 

with the praxis of faith. 

 In other words, Gutierrez suggests that, as a second step, theology uses social analysis 

as a critical hermeneutic reflection on reality guided by sources from the Christian tradi-

tion. In other words, “The great hermeneutical principle of the faith,” Jesus Christ, pro-

vides a position of mediation in the hermeneutical circle. In other words, Gutierrez’s 

hermeneutical circle involves theological “reflection from a point of departure in the con-

crete historical praxis of human beings.”
122

 Thus, Gutierrez’s definition of theological 

praxis moves from “history to faith and from faith to history.”
123

 Here, it is important to 

repeat that the key point is that the historical reality of God’s action in history and the 

praxis of faith has priority in the ongoing spiral, not necessarily that reflection is always a 

later moment in a action-reflection sequence. 

 In the end, Gutierrez claims that “if the church wishes to deal with the real questions 

of the modern world and to attempt to respond to them, it must open a new chapter of 

theologico-pastoral epistemology.”
124

 Instead of using only revelation and tradition as 

starting points, as classical theology has generally done, Gutierrez argues the Church 

“must start with facts and questions derived from the world and from history.”
125
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Gutierrez’s Turn toward a Preferential Option for the Poor 

 Gutierrez credits Pope John XXIII for initiating the Church’s return to the biblical 

theme of a preferential option for the poor. Gutierrez notes that, when preparing the way 

for the Second Vatican Council, John XXIII said: “in dealing with the underdeveloped 

countries, the Church presents herself as she is and as she wants to be -- as the Church of 

all men and especially the Church of the poor.”
126

 Gutierrez also credits Pope Paul VI for 

adding vitality to John’s idea of a “Church of the poor” with the publication of Popu-

lorum Progressio.
127

 

 In his own writings, Gutierrez focuses on material poverty in Latin America in order 

to describe the lack of access to basic economic goods necessary for a human life.
128

 For 

example, Gutierrez explains that material poverty in Latin America means more than to 

live in subhuman conditions, it is to be illiterate, to be exploited by others and to not 

know that you are a person.
129

 Gutierrez adds that poverty in Latin America also means 

death, death due to hunger and sickness.
130

 And, death, being a symptom of poverty, re-

veals a shocking reality that is contrary to the reign of life that Jesus Christ proclaims 

possible with his announcement that the Kingdom of God is at hand.
131

 In other words, 

for Gutierrez, hunger, inadequate healthcare, and lack of material resources like water, 
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are signs of the times by means of which Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom of God 

challenges Christians to love God in our neighbors who live in poverty.
132

  

 Gutierrez also provides a detailed account of biblical references to show how material 

poverty is a central concern in both the Old and New Testaments. He highlights how Old 

Testament prophets condemn every form of keeping the poor in poverty, and of creating 

new poor through: fraudulent commerce and exploitation (Hos. 12:8, Amos 8:5; Mic. 

6::10-11; Isa.3:14; Jer.5:27; 6:12), the hoarding of lands (Mic.2:1-3; Ezek.22:29; 

Hab.2:5-6), dishonest courts (Amos 5:7, Jer. 22:13-17, Mic.3:9-11, Isa.5:23, 10:1-2), the 

violence of the ruling classes (2 Kings 23:30, 35; Amos 4:1; Mic.3:1-2; 6:12, Jer.22:13-

17), slavery (Neh.5:1-5; Amos 2:6,8:6), and unjust taxes (Amos 4:1; 5:11-12).
133

  

 Gutierrez adds to his list a selection of New Testament passages from the Gospel of 

Luke (6:24-25, 12:13-21, 16:19-31, 18:18-26) and the Letter of James (2:5-9, 4:13-17, 

5:16) to show that oppression of the poor by the rich is condemned. He highlights Jesus’ 

statement, “Blessed are you poor,” (Lk 6:20) to claim that the first beatitude is about ma-

terial poverty,
134

 arguing that Luke discusses material poverty because he is sensitive to 

social realities, especially those characterized by a real lack of goods.
135

 He explains that, 

“Blessed are you poor for yours is the Kingdom of God,” does not mean, “accept your 

poverty because later this injustice will be compensated for in the Kingdom of God.”
136
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Rather, he argues that “if we believe that the Kingdom of God is received in history, that 

it is at hand (Mark 1:15), then the reestablishment of justice in this world is implied.”
137

 

 Gutierrez explains that “The other line of thinking regarding poverty in the Bible is 

related to an openness to God.”
138

 Gutierrez claims that the poverty that is “blessed” in 

Mark 5:1 (Blessed are the poor in spirit) has been understood since the time of Zephaniah 

to mean: totally at the disposition of the Lord.
139

 Gutierrez claims that when Matthew 

says blessed are the poor in spirit, he is referring to spiritual openness to God.
140

 What is 

most important about spiritual openness, for Gutierrez, is to be open to God through the 

love of neighbor because solidarity with the neighbor manifests a style of life oriented to 

loving God in others. 

 Gutierrez concludes that Christians must “remember the poor” (Gal 2:10) because the 

overwhelming majority of the global population experiences hunger and exploitation, in-

adequate health care and lack of suitable housing, difficulty in obtaining an education, 

inadequate wages and unemployment, struggles for their rights, and repression.
141

 In the 

end, Gutierrez’s primary argument is that we must remember the poor because they are 

indeed “the concrete locus of our encounter with the Father of Jesus Christ.”
142

 

Clodovis Boff 
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 In 1976 Clodovis Boff published his dissertation, Theology and Praxis: Epistemolog-

ical Foundations.
 143

 Boff’s primary claim is that theological methodology must neces-

sarily account for socio-analytic mediation if it takes its point of departure from material 

praxis. To show how Boff prioritizes the socio-analytic mediation of historical reality in 

his account of theological praxis I appeal to several of Boff’s texts. 

Boff Draws from Cardijn’s Method  

 Boff claims that a shift toward a praxis-based methodology can overcome the failures 

of the classic epistemological approach of theology, especially moral theology. Boff adds 

that the speculative and idealistic focus of the classic approach is insufficient for the clar-

ification of praxis.
144

 Boff argues instead that theology, as a theoretical practice, should 

transform socio-cultural analysis, or “raw material,” in order to generate a “theology of” 

immigration, poverty, war, racism, the environment, etc.
145

 In other words, Boff draws 

from Cardijn’s method to argue that theological praxis functions to transform raw materi-

al (1st generality) into a determinate product (3rd generality) by the operation of princi-

ples found in the articles of faith (2nd generality).
146

  

 Boff reiterates his description of theological methodology, albeit in different lan-

guage, in Introducing Liberation Theology
147

 (1986/1987), which was co-written with his 
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brother, Leonardo. The Boffs write that the first step of an adequate methodology of theo-

logical praxis begins with dialogical action wherein the oppressed come together to dis-

cuss their situation and the causes of their oppression.
148

 In the second step the communi-

ty reflects theologically on the situation of oppression.
149

 Here, the community judges 

realities experienced by their neighbor, especially the poor, in light of the life, deeds, and 

death of Christ, who makes the poor a focus of his praxis.
150

 The third step is where ac-

tion takes place with the aim of liberation from an oppressive situation.
151

 This final step 

moves theological methodology beyond a merely intellectual moment that is content with 

purely theoretical pursuits that include reading articles, attending conferences, and skim-

ming through books.
152

 

 The Boffs explain that their three-step approach embodies a tripartite structure of so-

cio-analytical mediation, hermeneutical mediation, and practical mediation.
153

 Thus, “The 

socioanalytic mediation contemplates the world of the oppressed. It seeks to understand 

why the oppressed are oppressed.” Second, “the hermeneutic mediation contemplates the 

word of God. It attempts to see what the divine plan is with regard to the poor.” Third, 

“the practical mediation contemplates the aspect of activity and seeks to discover the ap-

propriate lines of operation for overcoming oppression in conformity with God’s plan.”
154
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 The Boffs explain that their three-step method can be formulated differently accord-

ing to context. First, the professional method: socio-analytical, hermeneutical, and theo-

retico-practical. Second, the pastoral method: See, Judge, Act. And, third, the popular 

method: the confrontation between gospel and life.
155

 The Boff’s make clear that two 

things unite all three types. First, is the crucial pre-theological step, which includes per-

sonal contact with an oppressive reality.
156

 The second is an axial faith that seeks to trans-

form history through critique and action inspired by the Gospel itself.
157

 What this means 

for Boff is that theology is a second act (actus secudus) where the articles of faith opera-

tive in the second generality, function as a hermeneutic that is able to theologize raw ma-

terial.
158

 For example, Boff claims that theological praxis ought to utilize scripture as the 

“norma normans” (norm of norms) and the “norma normata” (norming norm), to create 

an interpreting interpretation (norma normans ut normata), that judges situations accord-

ing to the Spirit of Christ.
159

 Boff’s most powerful claim, is, therefore, that the norma 

normans ut normata of theological hermeneutic reasoning (second generality) must be-

come embodied in concrete life (third generality) where hermeneutics flowers into eth-

ics.
160

 While Boff’s contribution is important, yet he diverges from Gutierrez. Where the 

Peruvian priest focuses on the primacy of the praxis of faith for theology, Boff’s Kantian 
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epistemology creates a theory-praxis problem that Gutierrez avoids and Ignacio Ellcuria 

will critique. 

Boff’s Preferential Option for the Poor 

   Boff claims that the radical originality of the Latin American methodological turn to 

praxis is the insertion of the theologian into the real life of the poor.
161

 In other words, 

Latin American theological method is novel because it begins with “living contact with 

the struggle of the poor,” not “abstract topics or general ideas.”
162

 The first moment, the 

encounter with the poor, is therefore pre-theological.
163

 Boff writes that by shifting the 

methodological starting point to praxis the “raw, naked reality of oppression” can be ana-

lyzed as a locus theologicus.
164

 Why is this claim so significant? 

 The “pre-theological moment means a concrete conversion of life, including a class 

conversion, in the sense of actual solidarity with the poor and a commitment to their lib-

eration.”
165

 To be converted, or to have a metanoia, is significant because it challenges 

the theologian to recognize that something is “not right” or “unjust” about the historical 

reality at hand. Thus, theological methodology that begins from the side of the oppressed 

empowers the theologian to offer a prophetic critique of the reality that is “seen” and un-
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derstood through “socioanalytic mediation” of “life.”
166

 Why is this type of approach im-

portant for Boff? 

 The merit of an approach that begins from the perspective of masses of the poor 

opens a way for the bible to be used as a tool to judge, with criticity, the reality of the 

poverty in Latin America.
167

 Such an approach also respects the suggestion of Paul VI 

who, in Evangeli Nuntiandi, notes that the relationship between the reality of the poor 

and the word of God creates a “hermeneutical circle” of “mutual appeal” between sources 

of knowledge.
168

 This means that the Word of God retains primacy of value and critique 

even though it loses primacy in methodology.
169

 In sum, Boff argues that theologizing 

with this version of the hermeneutical circle “prioritizes the moment of application over 

that of explanation” as it seeks to “activate the transforming energy of the biblical texts” 

to convert persons and history.
170

 The key is that the logic of action moves interpretive 

theories into practice.
171

 

 Despite the virtues of Boff’s work, his use of Kantian epistemological categories cre-

ates problems regarding the relationship of theology and praxis that do not appear in the 

work of Gutierrez and Ellacuria. Lassalle-Klein notes that Boff speaks of "the (practical) 

'leap' to span the gulf dividing theory and praxis corresponding to the (epistemological) 
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'leap' in the opposite direction, from praxis to theory."
172

 In Theology and Praxis, Boff 

describes theology as theoretical, speculative thinking, and praxis as committed, experi-

entially situated thinking. Lassalle-Klein asserts, “Following Kant, Boff argues that theo-

logical reason constructs its object, beginning with ‘the concept (Begriff) [which] seizes 

its object only theoretically that is in its ideal form.’ Like Kant, he both asserts and denies 

access to "the 'real,' the concrete," or the 'thing in itself.'"
173

  For Gutierrez and Ellacuria, 

however, theology starts with the real. 

 Lassalle-Klein’s point is that Boff finds himself caught on the horns of the dilemma 

posed by Katian idealism and epistemology. On the one hand, for Boff, "Praxis 

is...subsumed within theology as the material of its labor, the material 'upon which' it 

works."  On the other, theological and scientific theory imposes its concepts, synthesizing 

the partially organized data of praxis under formal concepts.  His says this produces intel-

ligible objects for scientific or theological thought, "in such wise that [praxis'] manner of 

presence in theological space is that of theoretical form, which is the only form that can 

take up that space." Consequently, theological reason is given the job of the Kantian 

"epistemological vigilance in order to avoid an oblique relationship of terms … pertain-

ing to two distinct orders...(theological) theory and (social) praxis."
174

  

 Lassalle-Klein says that Ignacio Ellacuria rejects this approach as an example of re-

ductionist idealism and its nominalist tendency to confuse concepts with reality. Lassalle-
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Klein cites a little known unpublished 1985 schema in which Ellacuria explicitly critiques 

Boff’s 1978 work, asserting (among other critiques), 

The correct theologal praxis not only "permits" (C. Boff) a corresponding theological 

discourse [to emerge] "in regards to the theoretical object" or simply "to the extent 

that the (real) problems of praxis are assumed by theory in the form of (theoretical) 

questions.” Instead, theologal praxis "provokes" a theological discourse that is not 

purely formal, and it theoretically “stregthens" that discourse from the level of the 

primordial apprehensions that are the beginning and end of human intellection.
175

 

Lassalle-Klein explains that this assertion is grounded in Ellacuria’s insistence, following 

the Spanish philosopher Xavier Zubiri, that “the structural unity of intellection and sens-

ing” form two dimensions of a single act of sentient intelligence. Zubiri writes, 

It is not only that human sensing and intellection are not in opposition. 

Rather, their intrinsic and formal unity constitutes a single and distinct 

act of apprehension. As sentient, the act is an impression. As an intel-

lection, the act is an apprehension of reality. In this way, the distinct 

and unified act of sentient intellection is an impression of reality. Intel-

lection is a way of sensing. And, in human persons, sensing is a mode 

of intellection.
176

  

Lassalle-Klein argues that this comprises “an explicit rejection of Kantian idealist per-

cept-concept epistemology wherein, on the one hand, sensibility is receptivity to sense 
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data under the forms of space and time, while on the other, understanding is the faculty of 

synthesizing this data into experiential knowledge of objects and reason is the faculty of 

synthesizing knowledge of objects into systems (which have no direct reference to the 

thing-in-itself or logical validity beyond their regulative function).”
177

   

 Lassalle-Klein explains that Zubiri and Ellacuría use the term intellection to emphasize 

that intelligence must be understood as an action (that of apprehending and knowing) rather 

than as a thing produced by using a faculty (understanding or reason). Intellection is there-

fore conceptualized as the sensible and intellectual apprehension of whatever we encounter 

as real. As a result, sensible and intellectual apprehension are not understood as separate 

moments in a sequence, but rather as aspects or dimensions of a single action or process. 

Accordingly, theology must not be understood as a second act, in the sense of a later theo-

retical moment in a sequence that begins with the sensible apprehension of the object in 

praxis. Theology is secondary only in the sense that intellection begins with the apprehen-

sion of whatever we perceive as real. 

 Contra Boff, therefore, Ellacuria asserts that, “Although theological theory and theolog-

ical praxis are not the same, their relations are necessary and mutually codetermining,” so 

that every theory must be understood “as a moment of a unitary praxis,” and “some form of 

theory is inevitable in any human praxis.” As a result, when speaking of Christian thelogy 

and praxis, “it is necessary to continue vigilantly insisting on the codetermination and co-

herence … of theological theory and theologal praxis.”
178
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Conclusion 

 At post-conciliar meetings at Medellin in Columbia, Puebla in Mexico, and Apare-

cida in Brazil, the Latin American bishops and theologians adopt and develop Cardijn’s 

See-Judge-Act method as a model of theological praxis, which they use to critique histor-

ical reality and advocate for a preferential option for the poor. I provided warrants for this 

claim from the final documents produced at Medellin, Puebla, and Aparecida, as well as 

the writings of Peruvian priest and theologian Gustavo Gutierrez and the Brazilian priest 

and theologian, Clodovis Boff. In the next chapter, I will examine the work of Jeusit 

priest, Ignacio Ellacuria, who provides powerful philosophical arguments for the turn to 

historical reality and methods of theological praxis outlined above. As we will see, El-

lacuria was martyred for his efforts to support the struggle of the people of El Salvador to 

transform their reality from one of oppression to liberation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

IGNACIO ELLACURIA’S PRAXIS AND TURN TO THE CRUCIFIED POOR: 

BUILDING ON RAHNER, ZUBIRI, ROMERO; ALONGSIDE SOBRINO 

Overview 

 Ignacio Ellacuria, Basque Jesuit theologian, and nationalized citizen of El Salva-

dor, was martyred for historicizing the canonical turn toward the historical reality of the 

poor as the primary locus theologicus for followers of Jesus. The foundations of Ellacu-

ria’s praxis are rooted in his interpretation of the Church’s preferential option for the poor 

expressed at Medellin and Puebla, Jesus’ preaching of the Reign of God, Karl Rahner’s 

transcendental and historical methodology, Xavier Zubiri’s focus on the primacy of reali-

ty, and Archbishop Oscar Romero’s praxis and preferential option for the poor as the 

leader of the Church of El Salvador and his transcendent ability to find Christ in them. 

Ellacuria integrates these sources in a praxis that provides the Catholic Church with a 

moral exemplar of how a theological methodology can facilitate a taking down of the 

crucified people from their cross.
1
 

 To support these claims I will first describe the contributions of three key figures 

to Ellacuria’s intellectual and spiritual formation: Karl Rahner, Xavier Zubiri, and Arch-

bishop Romero. Second, I will examine Ellacuria’s concept of the crucified people, his 

claims about philosophical and theological praxis, and the implications of those claims 
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for ecclesiology. Third, I will conclude with a brief discussion of how the writings of Jon 

Sobrino reflects key aspects of the work of his confrere Ellacuria. 

The Pastoral Formation of Ignacio Ellacuria S.J. 

 Ignacio Ellacuria was born November 9, 1930, in Portugalete, the heart of the 

Basque country, on the North Atlantic Coast of Spain. In 1940 he began his studies at the 

Jesuit high school in Tudela, Spain.
2
 Later, Ellacuria entered the Jesuit novitiate at Loyo-

la, and, in September of 1949, he took vows in the Society of Jesus.
3
 Shortly thereafter he 

began undergraduate studies in Quito at the Universidad Catolica del Ecuador.
4
 In Quito, 

Ellacuria studied Transcendental Thomism and learned to synthesize Thomas Aquinas’ 

work with the modern philosophies of Kant, Husserl, and Heidegger.
5
 During his time in 

Quito Ellacuria became dissatisfied “with scholasticism as a disembodied and intellectu-

alist form of thought,” and began to see “the need to humanize and reorient it toward the 

existential and vital problematic of concrete human beings.”
6
 

 In 1955 Ellacuria returned to El Salvador where he was assigned to teach Thomis-

tic philosophy at San Salvador seminary.
7
 In 1958 he departed San Salvador to pursue a 

master’s degree in theology with the Jesuit faculty at Innsbruck, Austria.
8
 During his time 

in Innsbruck, Ellacuria said that: “the only thing that made the theologate worthwhile was 
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the opportunity to study with Rahner.”
9
 In fact, Ellacuria began to see his own work as a 

development of Rahner’s.
10

 For example, the English forward to Ellacuria’s first book 

describes the author as a “former student of Karl Rahner,” whose work represents “a syn-

thesis” that tries “to combine the insights of Rahner with those of the Theology of Libera-

tion.”
11

 What is paramount to understand about Ellacuria’s reinterpretation of Rahner’s 

Transcendental Thomism is that Ellacuria thinks of theology as a moment of ecclesial 

and historical praxis.
12

 In other words, by turning to a praxis-based methodology, Ellacu-

ria sought to overcome the abstract nature of Rahner’s Transcendental Thomism.
13

 But, 

to understand how Ellacuria moves beyond his teacher let us first look at Rahner’s work 

on method and methodology. 

 Karl Rahner: A Jesuit Locus of Ellacuria’s Formation 

 Karl Rahner was born March 5, 1904, in Freiburg in southwest Germany.
14

 He 

entered the Society of Jesus in 1922 and was ordained a priest in 1932. In 1934, Rahner 

was a student at the University of Freiburg where, along with traditional Thomist studies, 

he participated in Martin Heidegger’s seminars.
15

 By the middle of the twentieth century, 

as peritus for Cardinal Franz Konig of Vienna, Rahner was one of the most influential 
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theological advisors at Vatican II.
16

 Before he died March 30, 1984, Rahner published 

more than four thousand works,
17

 several of which show that his theological methodolo-

gy involved a turn to “the world” or historical reality as a locus theologicus. 

Rahner’s Theological Method: Transcendent and Historical 

 According to Leo O’Donovan, Rahner claims that in order “to treat a theological 

question adequately one must approach it from both a transcendental and a historical per-

spective.”
18

 In other words, Rahner’s methodology is based on the “reciprocal interde-

pendence of transcendental and historical reflection in theology.”
19

 This approach reflects 

an Ignatian spirituality that locates “God in all things.”According to O’Donovan, Rah-

ner’s pursuit of finding God in all things is what prompted him to use a “dialectic” meth-

od of “historical transcendence.”
20

 Let us turn to one of Rahner’s most important texts, 

which shows how he used a dialectic method of historical transcendence to explain the 

“doctrine of the Trinity.”
21

 

Rahner’s Turn to the World as a Locus Theologicus 

 In 1967, two years after the end of Vatican Council II, Rahner published The 

Trinity, which provides insight into his understanding of the dynamic, reciprocal interde-

pendence of the transcendence of God and the historical world. Here, Rahner develops 

the axiom that: “The ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ 
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Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity.”
22

 A key aspect of Rahner's axiom is that “The Trinity” 

is something that is not only “expressed as a doctrine,”
23

 but is also “experienced precise-

ly in this reality.”
24

 But, how, according to Rahner, is the Trinity experienced in reality?  

 Rahner writes that because “the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the 

Son,”
25

 “God’s self-communication consists precisely in the fact that God…really enters 

into man’s situation” in the historical Jesus.
26

 Rahner’s methodology is therefore based 

on his theory that “if there occurs a self-communication of God to historical man…it can 

occur only in this unifying duality of history and transcendence.”
27

 In sum, Rahner be-

lieves that “divine self-communication occurs in unity and distinction in history (of the 

truth) and in the spirit (of love).”
28

 Both condition one another. And, it is likely that he 

arrived at this conclusion by reinterpreting Heidegger’s concept of dasein, or being-in-

the-world, in a Thomistic way so that, “God may be extended to relate to history, if one 

concedes the point that history reveals God as the transcendent ground of the world, 

which is discovered primarily by human apprehension of it.”
29

  

Xavier Zubiri: A Basque Locus for Ellacuria’s Formation 

 Ellacuria’s appropriation of Rahner was deeply influenced by the Spanish philos-

opher, Xavier Zubiri. In 1961, shortly after he was ordained a priest, Ellacuria was visit-
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ing family in Bilbao, Spain, when he sought out the famous Spanish philosopher Xavier 

Zubiri.
30

 At their first meeting Ellacuria told Zubiri that he wanted to write a doctoral dis-

sertation with him and about him.
31

 Ellacuria presented the formal outline to Zubiri in 

October 1963 and defended La Principalidad de la esencia en Xavier Zubiri at the Uni-

versity of Complutense, in Madrid, in 1965.
32

 

 Ellacuria’s efforts to historicize Rahner’s work are grounded in his decision to 

focus on Zubiri’s category of “historical reality” as the proper object of philosophy and 

theology.
33

 Ellacuria’s focus on the historical reality of El Salvador led him to see the 

“crucified people” as the “principle….sign of the times,” which ought to orient the “uni-

versal historical mission” of the church in the world today.
34

 Before discussing Ellacu-

ria’s work on the “crucified people,” let us examine the foundations of his turn to histori-

cal reality in the work of Xavier Zubiri. 

 Xavier Zubiri was born December 4, 1898 in Donostia-San Sebastian, Gipuzkoa, 

Spain. Between 1915 and 1919 he studied philosophy and theology in the Seminario de 

Madrid.
35

 Later in 1919, at the Universidad Central de Madrid, he met philosopher Jose 

Ortega y Gasset who opened his “mind to the value of Edmund Husserl’s Logical Inves-

tigations.”
36

 In 1920, Zubiri earned his doctorate in theology at the University of Rome 
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and was ordained a priest a year later.
37

 Between 1920 and 1921 he studied philosophy at 

the Institut Superieur de Philosohie at the University of Louvain and earned a master’s 

degree after submitting a study on Husserl.
38

 In 1921, Zubiri received a doctorate in phi-

losophy at the Universidad Central de Madrid with a thesis on Husserl.
39

 After he pub-

lished the dissertation in 1923, Zubiri spent three years in Germany for postdoctoral phil-

osophical studies with Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger.
40

  

 While Zubiri praises Husserl’s “epoche,” he also critiques Husserl and Heidegger 

for what he describes as their idealist logification of intelligence.
41

 Zubiri insists that, ra-

ther than “Husserl’s pure consciousness, or Heidegger’s understanding of dasein, the 

primogenital location of intellection is actually sensation itself.”
42

 Zubiri focuses on “sen-

tient intelligence” in order to overcome what he calls Husserl’s and Heidegger’s “entifi-

cation of reality,” which Lassalle-Klein describes as “the reduction of … reality to a form 

or subcategory of being.”
43

 Zubiri claims that, due to the entification of reality, the larger 

category of being (ser) has improperly displaced reality in Western philosophy.
44

 In sum, 

Zubiri argues that the entification of reality has damaged modern philosophy because it 

                                                 
37

 Orringer, “Introduction,” Dynamic Structure of Reality, xi. 

38
 Orringer, “Introduction,” Dynamic Structure of Reality, x. 

39
 Orringer, “Introduction,” Dynamic Structure of Reality, x. 

40
 Orringer, “Introduction,” Dynamic Structure of Reality, x. 

41
 Lassalle-Klein, Love, 91. 

42
 Lassalle-Klein, Love, 92n26,27. 

43
 Lassalle-Klein, Love, 93. 

44
 Lassalle-Klein, Love, 94. 



 

 105 

leads people away form the exigencies of reality and toward the illusions of being.
45

 How 

does Zubiri make his case?  

 In Dynamic Structure of Reality (Estructura dinámica de la realidad, 1968), 

Zubiri argues that “reality is prior to being” and “grounds being.”
46

 To make his case, 

Zubiri develops Heidegger’s concept of dasein, the theory that a being is always “there,” 

or, thrown into a spatiotemporal place. Zubiri uses Heidegger’s concept to question Aris-

totle’s claim that the primary character of reality is being, being subjectum.
47

 Contra Ar-

istotle, Zubiri claims “reality is radically and primarily…not a subject [subjetualidad] but 

a structure.”
48

 In other words, Zubiri believes “reality” is “something in its own right” 

because it is “radically structural.”
49

 But, why is Zubiri’s claim that “reality” is structural 

important to his work as a whole, as well as to the work of Ellacuria? A brief exposition 

of Zubiri’s theory of physical “respectivity” will provide insights necessary to address 

this question. 

 Zubiri describes “respectivity” not as conceptual, mental, or abstract in charac-

ter.
50

 Rather, “Respectivity is a physical dimension of things” that “relates to the constitu-

tion of each thing.”
51

 “Respectivity” can therefore be characterized as “absolutely physi-

cal…. It is a strictly physical moment in the traditional and philosophical sense of the 

word. It is real with the physical reality of something [and] … has a formally physical 
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character.”
52

 Despite being a “dynamic structure,” however, respectivity does not cause 

change in the formal sense, but, rather, fosters becoming…not in itself but in another.
53

 In 

other words, “the one who becomes” can do so only “in [interaction with] the other.”
54

 

Or, with a slight variation of language: “in the other, that is where becoming is, not in the 

one itself.”
55

  

 Zubiri’s description of “respectivity” as a “physical” giving of oneself, emphasiz-

es that living beings are always conditioned by a “position,” “a locus, a [place],” and “a 

situation.”
56

 Zubiri writes: “The locus…and the situs…define and constitute the place-

ment of a living being in reality.” What is absolutely central to Zubiri’s claim is that the 

locus and situs “are not simply the surroundings of a living being…but something com-

pletely different: they are a medium for the living being.”
57

 Thus, “Not only does the me-

dium have this spatiotemporal character for each living being, but if we take many living 

beings together, then the medium has a different character, an ecological one: it is pre-

cisely their (oikos), the house where each lives.”
58

 In other words: “No living being de-

velops its activity…unless it is immersed in a medium,” where the living being is condi-

tioned to perform actions that are not spontaneous but provoked, or forced, by the medi-

um.
59

 What this means for Zubiri is that the dynamic activity of each living being pro-
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motes “the persistence of substantive structures,”
60

 or a human “habitude-respect struc-

ture,
61

 that becomes the site for the arousal of actions,”
62

 which “are in one form or an-

other aroused by something that is not the living being itself.”
63

  

 Zubiri concludes therefore that “the activities of a living being are immanent in 

contrast with all the other actions happening in the universe, which are transcendent.”
64

 

He describes immanent actions of living beings as responses to the outer transcendent 

medium, and each response is, in a way, a change.
65

 As Zubiri states: “the range of ade-

quate responses that the living being continues to give at every instant modifies it.”
66

 Par-

adoxically this means “the living being is always itself but never the same.”
67

 The key 

idea is that living beings are not simply subjective beings but are actually respective 

structural realities that are always giving themselves in some location within the oikos 

that constitutes the transcendental medium in which they are the center.
68

 Now, with 

Zubiri's notion of respectivity in place, we can explore how Ellacuria grounds his philo-

sophical and theological work on Zubiri's achievement. 

Ellacuria Advances Zubiri’s Turn to Reality 
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 Robert Lassalle-Klein explains that Ellacuria adopts Zubiri’s critique of what he 

sees as the tendency of Western philosophy to reduce reality to a form or subcategory of 

being (the entification of reality) and to subsume the other aspects of intellection into 

what the mind, acting as “logos,” affirms, proposes, or predicates about its objects (the 

logification of intelligence).
69

 Ellacuria argues that this tendency is responsible for the 

crippling inability of Latin American academic and political writers to adequately address 

the ‘brute reality’ of the continent. To overcome the problems of logification and entifica-

tion, Ellacuria builds on Zubiri’s claim that: “knowing and reality are in their very root 

strictly and rigorously related. There is no priority of one over the other.”
70

  

 Lassalle-Klein notes that Ellacuria adopts Zubiri’s claim that “intellection begins 

with…the sentient or primordial apprehension of a thing as being something ‘in and of 

itself’ (en y poor si mismo) or “of its own” (de suyo).”
71

 As noted in our earlier discussion 

of Ellacuria’s critique of Clodovis Boff, Ellacuria follows Zubiri to insist that “sensible 

and intellectual apprehension cannot be separate moments in a sequence, but must be as-

pects of a single action or process.”
72

  

 This concept of sentient intelligence provides the epistemological foundation for 

Ellacuria's appropriation of Zubiri’s concept of respectivity that sentient beings are “not 
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only open to reality and located in reality, but we are bound to reality” in such a way that 

our “unavoidable relationship with the ‘power of the real’” forces us to face a steady flux 

“of choices regarding whether and how to appropriate ourselves in relation to the realities 

we encounter.”
73

 

 Lassalle-Klein explains that, for Ellacuria, sentient intelligence implies a threefold 

process of human self-definition (historicization) driven by our bondedness to the power 

of reality.
74

 First, everything that we encounter “is already given as a reality,” which 

means that “I am forced” to “become aware of it,” “to realize about it [hacerse cargo de 

ella] as a reality,”
75

 or to grasp “what is at stake” in the reality I encounter [hacerse cargo 

la realidad]. Second, becoming aware of a reality imposes an ethical demand to  ‘assume 

responsibility for’ it, to “do something about” it, and/or to respond to it in some way 

[cargar con la realidad]. Third, assuming responsibility for a reality pushes us to formu-

late a praxis that aims ‘to take charge of” of changing or transforming it  [encargarse de 

la realidad].
76

  

 Ellacuria argues that every aspect of the process of human self-definition (histori-

cization) must necessarily pass through these three steps. This follows from his definition 

of the term historicization (a more limited term in Zubiri’s writing), which Lassalle-Klein 

says has two meanings in Ellacuria’s work.
77

 The first, more general meaning, refers to 

the incorporative and transformative power that human praxis exerts over the historical 
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and natural dimensions of reality.
78

 Here, “the historicization of nature consists . . . in the 

fact that humanity makes history from nature and with nature.”
44

 And in a second, more 

narrow meaning, Ellacuría says, “Demonstrating the impact of certain concepts within a 

particular context is [also] . . . understood here as their historicization.”
79

 Here historici-

zation refers to a procedure for testing and validating truth claims associated with a con-

cept. This is derived from the idea that if the truth of a historicized concept lies in its “be-

coming reality,” then it follows that the concept’s “truth can be measured in [its] re-

sults.”
46

 Since human activity is essentially the incorporative and transformative power 

that human praxis exerts over historical and natural dimensions of reality, it follows 

therefore that it must pass through the aforementioned steps.
80

  

 Ellacuria’s development of Zubiri’s work ultimately rejects “pernicious philo-

sophical influences,” which identify transcendence with separateness and teach that “his-

torical transcendence is separate from history.”
81

 Ellacuria argues instead that transcend-

ence is “something that transcends in and not as something that transcends away from 

[history]; as something that physically impels to more, but not by taking out of; as some-

thing that pushes forward, but at the same time retains.”
82

 From whom, other than Zubiri, 
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does Ellacuria develop his ideas about the historicization of transcendence? Enter 

Archbishop of El Salvador, Oscar Romero. 

Oscar Romero: A Salvadoran Locus for Ellacuria’s Formation 

 Oscar Romero was born to a rural family in Ciudad Barrios, San Miguel, in El Salva-

dor on August 15, 1917.
83

 Romero entered seminary studies and was later ordained in 

Rome, April 4, 1942. However, World War II forced Romero to abandon his doctoral 

studies and return to El Salvador.
84

  

 In 1967 Romero became secretary-general of the Salvadoran Bishops Conference. 

Soon after, Romero was named executive secretary of the Central American Bishops 

Conference and auxiliary bishop of San Salvador.
85

 In 1974 Romero was named bishop 

of Santiago de Maria in Usulutan.
86

 At this time the government and military was in-

volved in a brutal repression of the rural poor.
87

 By February 1977, when Romero was 

installed as Archbishop of San Salvador, paramilitary and military groups had launched a 

full-scale attack on members of the Catholic church because of their support for land re-

form, including the rights of peasants and workers.
88
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 A few weeks after he became Archbishop, Romero’s friend Rutilio Grande S.J. was 

assassinated.
89

 The assassination of Grande changed Romero, and provoked what Robert 

Lassalle-Klein describes as the political dimension of Romero’s conversion to Medellin’s 

preferential option for the poor.
90

 Romero himself asserts that “Father Grande’s death and 

the death of other priests after his impelled me to take an energetic attitude before the gov-

ernment.”
91

 He says, “I remember that because of Father Grande’s death I made a state-

ment that I would not attend any official acts until this situation [of who had killed 

Grande] was clarified.” As a result, “A rupture was produced, not by me with the govern-

ment but [by] the government itself because of its attitude.” Lassalle-Klein argues that “it 

was only after the death of Fr. Rutilio Grande that Romero began to take full responsibility 

as archbishop for the systematic and ongoing violations of human rights by the government 

and others through public denouncements of this ongoing pattern that defined the situa-

tion in the country through the end of his life.”
92

 Indeed, Romero began to live out 

Grande’s mission of evangelizing the poor and encouraging them to historicize the gos-
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pel.
93

 Romero ultimately sought “to be the voice of those who have no voice,”
94

 because 

“in the voiceless people,” he saw “the very voice of God.”
95

 

 On March 24, 1980, as he cerebrated the Eucharist in the chapel of the Divine Provi-

dence hospital, Romero was shot and died.
96

 Six days later at Romero’s funeral Mass 

150,000 people crowded into the square in front of the cathedral despite the risk of mili-

tary assault. As Cardinal Corripio of Mexico eulogized Romero, Salvadoran soldiers fired 

into the crowd from the roof of the Presidential Palace while bombs exploded killing 

dozens and sending people into pandemonium.
97

 The military’s “lesson” at the funeral 

Mass was that those who kept alive the spirit of Romero would find the same fate as the 

Archbishop. 

Romero’s Historicization of the Gospel 

 Eight months after Romero was killed Ellacuria honored him in an essay that de-

scribes the Archbishop as an eminent example of how to historicize the force of the gos-

pel.
98

 Ellacuria explains that the foundation of Romero’s historicization of the Gospel 

was “two pillars: a historic pillar…and a transcendent pillar.”
99

 Romero’s position, one 

that embraces God’s presence (transcendence) within history, stems not only from his 
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historical encounter with the suffering and oppressed people of El Salvador, but, also 

from his experience at the bishops’ conferences at Medellin and Puebla.
100

 Romero’s ex-

perience there opened his ability to see Jesus Christ in the poor.
101

 Romero states: 

each time we look upon the poor, on the farmworkers who harvest the coffee, the 

sugarcane, or the cotton, or the farmer who joins the caravan of workers looking 

to earn their savings for the year…remember, there is the face of Christ…The 

face of Christ is among the sacks and baskets of the farmworker; the face of 

Christ is among those who are tortured and mistreated in the prisons; the face of 

Chris is dying of hunger in the children who have nothing to eat; the face of 

Christ is the poor who ask the church for their voice to be heard.
102

  

Romero also states that the face of Jesus can also be seen in  

the real faces of the poor…farmworkers without land and without steady em-

ployment, without running water or electricity in their homes, without medical as-

sistance when mothers give birth, and without schools for their children….factory 

workers who have no labor rights…human beings who are at the mercy of cold 

economic calculations, shantytown dwellers whose wretchedness defies imagina-

tion, suffering the permanent mockery of the mansions nearby.
103
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The Archbishop’s claim about encountering Jesus in the faces of the poor is based on his 

conviction that “each person’s life, each one’s history is the meeting place God comes 

to.”
104

  

 Romero’s Gospel hermeneutic ultimately transformed his ecclesiology and his 

missiology. He insists, for example, that the Church must come to the aid of those who 

suffer, those who reveal the face of Jesus Christ, because “Christian faith does not cut us 

off from the world but immerses us in it.” In other words, Romero believes there is a “po-

litical dimension of the Christian faith.”
105

 In fact, it was the political dimension of 

Romero’s conversion to the option for the poor that ultimately led to his assassination, 

which Ellacuria says “is without question the most important event in modern Salvadoran 

history,” because “with Monsenor Romero, God passed through El Salvador.
106

 Gustavo 

Gutierrez, to a similar effect, argues that “we could say, without exaggeration, that the 

life and death of Monsenor Romero divides the recent history of the Latin American 

church into a before and after.”
107

 In the end, like Romero, Ellacuria sought to historicize 

the gospel by grasping what is at stake in, assuming responsibility for, and doing some-

thing to change, the unjust historical reality of poverty and military repression that de-

fined the daily lives of the crucified the people of El Salvador. 

Ignacio Ellacuria: A Martyr’s Method of Praxis 

 In Freedom Made Flesh: The Mission of Christ and His Church (1976), originally 

published in Spanish in 1973, Ellacuria seeks to undermine the “prejudice that salvation 
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is ahistorical,” which he says leads to a style of theological interpretation of social reali-

ties wherein the “unity of man, world, and history” are broken up into an “abstract 

scheme” that undermines a truly theological approach to history.
108

 In order to overcome 

this problem, Ellacuria suggests that theology should become “real in the strongest sense 

of the term.” To achieve such realism “the Christian and the theologian must turn their 

attention to the history that is being made by human beings.”
109

 And, specifically, the 

Latin American Church must turn to the historical reality “of the poor” as the “proper lo-

cale” for theologizing because “in a real sense the poor are what Latin America is: poor 

in health, poor in education, poor in living standard, poor in having a say in their own 

destiny.”
110

  

 Ellacuria’s focus on the poor as a christological locus theologicus leads him to 

argue that the poor, the “vast portion of humankind,” are “crucified people,” who ought 

to be considered the principal sign of the times “by whose light the others should be dis-

cerned and interpreted.”
111

 In other words, Ellacuria believes that the fundamental reality 

“that should serve as a starting point for theological reflection” is “the excruciating reali-

ty” of the “crucified people.”
112

 And, to do this, theology will need to develop a methodo-
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logical approach grounded in the historical reality of the poor, which “has been scandal-

ously ignored by those who theorize from the geographical world of oppressors.”
113

  

Ellacuria’s Philosophical and Theological Method of Praxis 

 Ellacuria outlines such an approach in a 1975 plenary address to an international con-

ference on methods of theological reflection in Mexico City. Here, Ellacuria outlines the 

foundations of his praxis-based methodology when he asserts that historical reality is the 

proper object of philosophy and theology, building on his assertion (elsewhere) that “his-

torical reality, dynamically and concretely considered, has the character of praxis.”
114

 As 

noted earlier, Lassalle-Klein explains
115

 that Ellacuria follows Zubiri’s claim that histori-

cal reality emerges through the appropriation and transformation of the historical and 

natural (i.e., the material, biological, and sentient) dimensions of reality and that the process 

of historicization (or human self-definition) is driven by the fact that when something “is al-

ready given as a reality . . . I am forced to become aware of it” or “to realize about it [hacerse 

cargo de ella] as a reality.”
116

 But he moves beyond Zubiri when he argues that the process 

of “facing up to real things as real has a triple dimension,”
117

 which he asserts involves not 

only (1) “becoming aware of,” “realizing about,” or “grasping what is at stake in reality” 

(hacerse cargo de la realidad), but also (2) an ethical demand “to pick up” or “assume re-

sponsibility for reality” (cargar con la realidad), and (3) a praxis-related demand to change 
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or “to take charge of reality” (encargarse de la realidad).
118

 Ellacuria describes these as the 

“noetic, ethical, and praxical” dimensions of human intellection.
119

 Kevin Burke says that 

Ellacuría describes the “noetic dimesion” as the moment practitioners realize the weight 

of reality [el hacerse cargo de la realidad], the “ethical dimension” as the moment where 

practitioners learn to shoulder the weight of reality [el cargar con la realidad], and the 

“praxis-oriented dimension,” as the moment where practitioners learn to take charge of 

the weight of reality [el ‘encargarse’ de la ‘realidad’].”
120

  

Ellacuria argues that theological method must follow this tripartite structure in order to 

overcome the tendency of theologies and other forms of discourse shaped by reductionist 

idealism to avoid “real questions of content and praxis.”
121

 Unlike classic western ideal-

ism, Ellacuria’s praxis-based methodology begins with a socio-cultural reading of the his-

torical context in order to disclose the structural and systematic character of political and 

economic injustice. However, while Ellacuria follows Gutierrez in his focus on the pri-

macy of the praxis of faith for theology, he rejects Boff’s Kantian epistemology, replac-

ing it with Zubiri’s insistence on the primacy of reality and the unity of sentient intelli-

gence, within theology. Thus, theology and praxis must be understood as “mutually code-
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termining,” just as every theory must be understood “as a moment of a unitary praxis.”
 122

 

In this sense, then, theology is not a second act, but rather simply the “ideological mo-

ment”
123

 of the praxis of faith.  

This brings us, then, to Ellacuria’s historicized understanding of the hermeneutical cir-

cle. Ellacuria asserts that “the circularity to which Latin American theological method 

ought to attend” is a “circularity that is real, historical, and social.”
124

 He says this “fun-

damental circularity, which happens in every human knowing…is not the circularity of a 

theoretical horizon.”
125

 Rather, he insists, “we are talking about the circularity of a histor-

ical-practical horizon and some structural, socio-historical realities that flow from that 

horizon and also reconfigure it.”
126

 Thus, Ellacuria’s theological methodology leads him 

to focus on the hermeneutical circle between Jesus’ crucifixion and that of the “crucified 

people,” who, as the “majority of humanity,” owe “its situation of crucifixion” to a sinful 

social order organized and maintained by a minority that exercises its dominion through a 

series of factors.
127

 

 Echoing Zubiri’s claims about respectivity, Ellacuria argues that the hermeneuti-

cal circle must focus on the physical aspect of intellection because physicality is where 

all comprehension and activity starts. He says, “The circularity is physical: it is physical 
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in the point at which all comprehension and all activity starts.”
128

 And he argues that 

“human intelligence can only act from the senses and in reference to the senses because 

they are…biological functions.”
129

 Thus, the formal structure and differentiating function 

of intelligence is not a structure of comprehending being, but rather the structure of ap-

prehending reality and engaging it [enfrentarse con ella; ‘confronting oneself with it’].
130

 

And the formal funtion of intelligence is to bring the human being to confront all real 

things that can have meaning for a person, including his or her very self.
131

 In short, “his-

toricity pertains to the essential structure of intelligence itself.”
132

  

 In the end, Ellacuria’s key insight in regard to methodology is that “This active 

dimension of knowledge is not purely praxic, as Aristotle wanted, but must be strictly 

poeisis-based (my own emphasis), in the sense that it has to objectify itself in exterior 

realities beyond the active immanence of one’s own interiority and subjective intentional-

ity.
133

 Ellacuria’s claim about the relationship between knowledge and poeisis, besides 

being underdeveloped in theological circles, carries immense power if considered in the 

context of pedagogy. If theories and practices of teaching aim to focus on students’ poe-

isis then the telos, or goal, of theological pedagogy would shift toward a focus on practi-

cal action that aims to “find God in all things by laboring in the midst of all things.”
134

 

What this signifies is that labor, either in the production of artifacts, such as a house in an 
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economic sense; the extraction of natural resources in a business sense; or policies that 

limit migration or health care in a political sense, must also be understood as part and 

parcel of the professional labor that either realizes the Kingdom of God or the “anti-

kingdom” of God. In the end, Ellacuria’s claim is that Christian theological methodology 

must be historicized reflection from within and upon ecclesial praxis, and that Christians 

are called to take the crucified majorities of the planet down from their cross. What, 

though, is the ethical ideal that informs Ellacuria’s claim about historicizing Christian 

ecclesial praxis? 

Ellacuria’s Ecclesial Praxis of an Eschatological Ethic 

  Ellacuria argues “If the fundamental object of the mission of Jesus was the Reign 

of God, it should also be the object of ecclesial praxis and the ideological moment of that 

praxis.”
135

 What Ellacuria suggests, then, is “all other theological subjects should arise 

(not only in theoretical interpretation but also in projects and actions) within the frame-

work of the Reign of God and in its historical realization.”
136

 

 Ellacuria’s claim about the Reign of God is central to his understanding of theo-

logical methodology and the hermeneutical circle. Ellacuria writes “a hermeneutical cir-

cle, which moves from the Reign to praxis but returns from praxis to the Reign,” focuses 

on the “fundamental object of theology: the Reign of God” as a “reality and concept that 

is both historical and structural.”
137

 Ellacuria adds that because the concept of the Reign 
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of God is dynamic on a historical and transhistorical level, theological reflection has to 

concern itself directly with what constitutes the realization of the Reign of God.
138

 And, 

for Ellacuria, “ the church of the poor is…the privileged place for theological reflection 

and for the realization of the Reign of God.”
139

  

 Ellacuria ultimately embraces what biblical scholars call the "eschatological re-

serve” regarding Jesus’ initiation of the Reign (Kingdom) of God, which draws his atten-

tion to specific ways that the Kingdom is being realized in history, and ways in which it 

is not as a result of sin.
140

 Ellacuria wants Christian communities to historicize eschato-

logical judgments in such a way that poiesis, or objectified action, facilitates the realiza-

tion of the Kingdom of God on earth.
141

 Ellacuria’s claim about the relationship between 

knowledge, poeisis, and objectified action, as noted earlier, has the power to turn the te-

los, or goal, of theological pedagogy toward practical action in a way that aims to “find 

God in all things by laboring in the midst of all things,”
142

 which signifies that labor, the 

creation of products and policies, especially in a business or governmental context, must 

also carry the aim of realizing the Kingdom of God on earth. In the end, Ellacuria was 

shot and killed for historicizing his political and civic commitment to God’s plan to real-

ize the Kingdom of God in El Salvador. Fortunately, one of his closest friends, Jon So-

brino S.J., has continued to reflect on, and build upon, the legacy left by Ellacuria, 

Romero, and Rutilio Grande. 
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Jon Sobrino: Salvadoran Praxis in Jesus’ Kingdom of God 

 Like the Latin American bishops, Gutierrez, Boff, and Ellacuria, Jon Sobrino’s theo-

logical methodology privileges historical reality as a locus theologicus wherein the her-

meneutical circle places “logical priority” on “present reality over past reality.”
143

 So-

brino therefore gives methodological primacy to the world of the poor as the proper place 

for theology.
144

 One of Sobrino’s most significant achievements is his development of 

Ellacuria’s claim that the reality of the poor is the defining sign of the times that con-

fronts and calls us to take the “innocent victims” of our world “down from the cross.”
145

 

Building on Ellacuria’s hermeneutical focus on the relationship between the suffering 

experienced by the crucified Christ and the crucified people of El Salvador, Sobrino adds 

Christological depth and an eschatological ethic. In the following subsection I will briefly 

examine articles Sobrino wrote between 1978-1984 compiled in Jesus in Latin Ameri-

ca
146

 and Spirituality of Liberation: Toward Political Holiness.
147

 The section will con-

clude with a focus on his Christological eschatology.  

Sobrino's Turn to Historical Reality as the Basis of Theological Praxis 
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 Sobrino takes an a posteriori methodological “point of departure” from within the 

“historical reality” of “poverty,”
148

 which he places in a hermeneutical circle with Jesus’ 

ministry to the poor, particularly “sinners, publicans, prostitutes (Mark 2:6; MT 11:19, 

21:32; LK 15:1), the simple (MT 11:25), the little (MK 9:2; MT 10:42, 18:10, 14), and 

the least (MT 25:40-45).”
149

 Sobrino's methodology therefore begins with his experience 

of historical reality and moves to what is most central to the Christian tradition, Jesus’ 

concern for the the poor, “those lesser than others” and “those who suffer need, the hun-

gry and thirsty, the naked, the foreigners, the sick and imprisoned, those who weep, those 

weighed down by a burden.”
150

 Sobrino’s claim is based on his assertion that “The gospel 

narratives clearly show that a basic characteristic of Jesus’ praxis is that he surrounds 

himself with sinners, publicans, the sick, lepers, Samaritans, pagans, and women through 

his life.”
151

 Thus, Sobrino’s Christology is grounded in the idea that, if the goal of Chris-

tian ethics is to bring about the Kingdom of God in history, then we must necessarily 

look at, and imitate, the interactions between Jesus and the poor and outcast as the bonum 

morale (ethical virtue) to be embodied in Christian praxis.
152

 

  Sobrino also insists that the quantitative reality of poverty carries a qualitative re-

sponsibility,
153

 a call to take down from the cross those who “in the human race to-
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day…are crucified.”
154

 Sobrino’s interest in the world of the crucified is therefore not es-

oteric.
155

 He argues that each day millions of people in the world die in ways that are 

analogous to how Jesus died at the hands of idolaters of national security or wealth.
156

 

Men and women are crucified, murdered, tortured to death, or ‘disappeared’ while other 

millions die a slow crucifixion caused by structural injustice.
157

 Sobrino’s argument is 

actually simple: when one’s death is the product of injustice, then an analogy obtains 

with the life and death of Jesus.
158

 In other words, the “crucified of history” provide an 

analog to understand “Jesus’ reality as the crucified one.”
159

 Sobrino's methodology 

therefore moves “from a point of departure in the poor” into dialogue with the gospel of 

Matthew 25, which functions as a hermeneutic for theological reflection.
160

 By using 

Matthew 25 as a lens to see “the crucified in history” it becomes possible to see the 

wounds of Jesus in the poor.
161

 In the end, Sobrino argues that a moral Christian life is 

historicized in giving life to the crucified.
162

 For Sobrino, to work for the kingdom is to 

help transform the world and history into closer conformity with God’s will and therefore 

to incarnate, give form to, and render verifiable, the ethos of a follower of Jesus Christ.
163

 

Exercising Jesus’ Eschatological Praxis 
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 Sobrino advances Ellacuria’s turn to the historical reality of the crucified people 

through his analysis of Jesus’ praxis, using the kingdom of God, which he announced, as 

a critical-analogical hermeneutic. I would argue that Jesus’ praxis should therefore be 

understood as a kind of eschatopraxis (a model of a praxis associated with the historiciza-

tion of the Kingdom of God as the ultimate “social imaginary” that provides the “end” or 

“telos” of Jesus’ mission and activity). But what warrants can we provide for this claim? 

How can we know if Jesus’ led a life of eschatopraxis?  

 Sobrino argues that Christology is integrally linked with historical eschatology be-

cause without Jesus’ notion of the kingdom of God “there is no radical force to transform 

and project the present.”
164

 Sobrino’s Christological eschatology, like Ellacuria’s, aims 

‘to see transcendence as something that transcends in and not something that transcends 

from” or beyond the world.
165

 In other words, “finding God in history does not mean 

abandoning what is human,”
166

 and “social conditions become an object of transfor-

mation as the place of the historical realization of the kingdom of God.”
167

 Sobrino ar-

gues that the kingdom of God makes a fraternal demand on the disciples and followers of 

Jesus Christ who are “called blessed, happy, because by giving food to the hungry, water 

to the thirsty, by clothing the naked and visiting those who are in prison, by means of 

concrete gestures, they give life” as they announce and enter the kingdom.
168

 Happiness 
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(blessing), therefore, is a consequence of the labor it takes to build the kingdom in our 

present historical reality.  

 But, if historicizing the eschatological praxis of Jesus leads to a happy life, how, then, 

is it historicized? Sobrino says that the praxis of Jesus consistently denounces the anti-

kingdom idols of his time.
169

 The same applies to the idols of indifference, consumption, 

and greed today. Followers of Jesus must take seriously these ills and devote themselves 

to the marginal and neglected of the world, the victims whose lives are snatched away by 

the political, economic, and religious structures of our time.
170

 Eschatological praxis is, 

therefore, a way to see with criticity the political and economic conditions created by 

sin.
171

 In short, eschatological praxis aims to issue a radical judgement of “certainly not!” 

against the structures that create victims and sufferers, and that deceive people with polit-

ical ideologies that distort and disguise reality, especially the reality of the poor.
172

 By 

acting against that which crucifies the “crucified peoples” of our world, a sense of joy 

emerges like the one characterized the eschatopraxis of Jesus. 

Conclusion 

 In the end, Ignacio Ellacuria, Basque Jesuit theologian, and nationalized citizen of El 

Salvador, was martyred for his way of historicizing the canonical turn of Catholic theo-

logical praxis to methods and methodologies focused on the interpretation of historical 

reality (especially the historical reality of what he called the poor majorities of the planet) 
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as a primary locus theologicus. The conceptual foundations of Ellacuria’s praxis are root-

ed in the work of his teachers, Karl Rahner and Xavier Zubiri, while his understanding of 

the mission of Archbishop Oscar Romero to the people of El Salvador shaped his praxis. 

Guided by his interpretation of what Jesus named the Reign of God, Rahner’s transcen-

dental and historical methodology, Zubiri’s focus on reality, and Romero’s option for the 

poor and his ability to find Christ in them, Ellacuria's life and work provides Catholic 

theology and philosophy with a moral exemplar of theological praxis dedicated to taking 

the crucified people down from the cross.
173

 

 To provide warrants for these claims the first three subsections of this chapter ex-

amined the influence of Ellacuria’s teachers, Karl Rahner and Xavier Zubiri, and his 

friendship with Archbishop Romero. After contextualizing Ellacuria’s intellectual and 

spiritual formation I appealed to his writings on the crucified people and theological 

method. I then concluded with a brief exposition of some aspects of Sobrino’s Christolo-

gy and treatment of the Kingdom of God as developments of Ellacuria’s focus on the his-

torical reality of the crucified people. In the next chapter I will argue that it is plausible to 

say that the magisterial, philosophical, and theological developments I have chronicled in 

the first four chapters; the canonical turn to Cardijn’s method, praxis-based methodolo-

gies, the interpretation of historical reality, especially of the poor, as a locus theologicus, 

has turned the discipline of Catholic theology toward more practical concerns. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CATHOLIC TURN TO PRACTICAL THEOLOGY:  

FROM WESTERN EUROPE TO THE UNITED STATES  

AND AT THE VATICAN, VIA LATIN AMERICA 

Overview 

 Practical theology is a growing field within Catholic theology in the twenty-first cen-

tury.
1
 Practical theology can be described as theology done with a praxis-based method-

ology that focuses on the interpretation of historical reality as a locus theologicus. Thus, 

it is plausible to argue that the type of theology that I have described in the previous 

chapters could be understood as practical theology. Like Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act meth-

od, most practical theological methodologies typically consist of at least three, but, as 

many as six steps or movements. Before the first movement, a questionable ethical and/or 

moral situation is identified. The first movement, taking the questionable reality as a 

point of departure, involves social analysis via the collection of empirical data, either 

qualitative or quantitative,
2
 through focus groups, case studies,

3
 congregational studies,

4
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participatory action research,
5
 and ethnography.

6
 The second movement integrates theo-

retical data from social and/or physical sciences to clarify and explain the empirical data 

gathered in the first movement. The third movement draws from sources from the Chris-

tian tradition and places them into a dialectical relationship with the data from movement 

one and two. What is key at this stage of the process is that the wisdom from the Chris-

tian tradition is used to critique the data gathered in movement one and two. After critical 

theological reflection, the fourth, fifth, and/or sixth movement involves creating a strate-

gy that aims to actively transform the reality in question.  

 In what follows I argue that the epoch-defining Catholic magisterial, philosophical, 

and pastoral-theological turn to methods and methodologies of praxis that interpret his-

torical reality as a locus theologicus signals a canonical turn toward practical theology. 

To provide warrants for this claim I present the work of various figures from Western 

Europe, including the works of Karl Rahner and Johann Baptist Metz. I also present the 

work of figures from the United States, particularly David Tracy, Joe Holland and Peter 

Henriot, and Thomas Groome. And, I conclude by arguing that the first Latin American 

Pope, Francis, uses Cardijn’s method of theological praxis to interpret historical reality as 
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a locus theologicus thereby reconfirming the Catholic Church’s canonical turn toward 

practical theology. 

Karl Rahner S.J. Opens the Discussion of Catholic Practical Theology  

 Karl Rahner is a foundational figure in the discussion of Catholic practical theology. 

In lectures between 1965 and 1967 he described practical theology as a “theological dis-

cipline which is concerned with the Church’s self-actualization here and now - both that 

which is and that which ought to be.”
7
 But, what does Rahner mean when he claims prac-

tical theology is concerned not only with “that which is” but also “that which ought to 

be?” First, in regard to “that which is” Rahner explains: “Practical theology’s subject 

matter is everyone and everything in the Church.”
8
 In other words, if the subject matter of 

practical theology is everyone and everything connected with the church then historical 

data from economics, political science, sociology, and other social sciences can be inter-

preted in a theological way.
9
 But, what about “that which ought to be?”

10
 Rahner’s work 

on eschatological hermeneutics provides a potential response to this aspect of his claim. 

 According to Peter Phan, Rahner believes that “All Christian theology is in a very 

genuine sense eschatology, since for him Christian eschatology is nothing but Christian 

anthropology read in the future tense, and Christian anthropology in turn is necessarily 
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Christian theology.”
11

 As Rahner explains: “Eschatology…gives expression…to man as 

Christianity understands him: as a being who exists from out of his present ‘now’ towards 

the future.”
12

 Hence, for Rahner, anthropology (that which is) and eschatology (that 

which ought to be) are inseparable. As Phan concludes, “there is no doubt that this trans-

position of anthropology into eschatology in terms of futurity lends superb consistency, 

simplicity, and unity to Rahner’s theological system. It conjoins the two poles of his 

method, transcendentality and historicity; it supplies an effective hermeneutical tool for 

interpreting traditional eschatology in Christian theology.”
13

 

 In other words, the “scientific organization” of Rahner’s practical theological method 

is one that moves from “that which is” to reflection on “that which ought to be” in order 

to respond to the question of how the Church's “self-actualization is to take place arising 

out of and in response to its particular given situation.”
14

 Thus, for Rahner, practical the-

ology is a science that integrates historical analysis (that which is) and eschatological re-

flection (that which ought to be) to confront questions arising from real places in which 

the Church pursues its mission. In this way, Rahner holds the “practical” and “theologi-

cal” in a unitive tension.
15
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 In the end, Rahner’s work is of inestimable value when considering why practical 

theology is considered a rigorous scientific discipline in Catholic circles. However, it was 

Rahner’s student, Johann Baptist Metz, who, critiqued his teacher's inattention to praxis, 

thus enriching the discourse about Catholic practical theology.
16

 

Johann Baptist Metz: Questioning Rahner’s Inattention to Praxis 

 Johann Baptist Metz advanced the discussion of Catholic practical theology by ques-

tioning whether Rahner’s transcendental anthropology (which is always eschatological) 

properly accounted for the fact that man’s existence is always concrete and historical.
17

 In 

other words, Metz critiqued Rahner’s transcendental theology for not having the structure 

of historical experience.
18

 To move beyond Rahner’s approach Metz suggests that practi-

cal theology should not consider theory and praxis in the classic order of priority, in 

which praxis is regarded as the concrete application of a previously defined theory.
19

 

Primacy, instead, is placed on the theological intelligibility of praxis.
20

  

 To make his case about praxis, Metz draws from the work of Immanuel Kant to argue 

that when history is made it is due to the primacy of practical reason.
21

 And, building on 

the work of Marx, Metz claims that the dialectic of theory and praxis shows that individ-
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ual moral praxis is not, and cannot, in any sense be socially and politically innocent.
22

 

Metz then combines Kant and Marx to craft the argument that theology should use a dia-

lectical praxis-based methodology that begins with practical hermeneutics, and then inte-

grates past and present moral praxis as forms of ethical instruction, to create a movement 

that can facilitate social change.
23

 Metz also argues that a methodology grounded in prax-

is prevents theology from being abstract, and, instead, will be practical in the form of a 

critical and dialectical hermeneutic.
24

 In the end, by critiquing Rahner’s transcendental 

method as lacking historical experience, and building an argument out of the work of 

Kant and Marx, Metz advances the discourse on Catholic practical theology. The 

achievements of both Rahner and Metz have been resourced and expanded by many prac-

tical theologians in the United States. 

David Tracy: Catholic Practical Theology in the United States 

 David Tracy is recognized as one of the first Cathoolic theologians in the United 

States to develop a practical theology. What is important to note is that even though Tra-

cy actually claims that there are three types of theology “fundamental, systematic,” and 

“practical,” I will strictly refer to Tracy’s writings on practical theology.
25

  

 In a chapter of Don Browning’s 1983 publication Practical Theology, Tracy defines 

practical theology as a discipline whose methodology facilitates mutually critical correla-

tions between the meaning of an interpretation of the Christian tradition and the meaning 
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of an interpretation of the contemporary situation.
26

 Tracy explains that the first methodo-

logical movement begins with models of human transformation provided by psychology, 

social science, historical studies, cultural anthropology, philosophy, ecological theories, 

religious studies and theology.
27

 The second movement usually involves an analysis of 

these claims against concrete ideals for the future, whether humanist, utopian, or eschato-

logical.
28

 The third movement employs critical hermeneutic theories to clarify ambiguity 

in movements one and two.
29

 Tracy asserts that, in movement three, the major task of 

critical theory is to unmask the systematic distortions in the personal, social, cultural his-

torical and religious models of human transformation.
30

 Tracy explains that the fourth 

movement must therefore be concerned with ethical reflection, which he defines as criti-

cal theoretical reflection on moral praxis.
31

 Tracy adds that because of its focus on ethi-

cal-political situations practical theology necessarily appeals to Christianity’s prophetic, 

eschatological, and ethical function.
32

 By framing ethics as critical reflection on moral 

praxis, Tracy is able to turn from an ethics and politics that relies on metaphysical theo-

ries toward an understanding of ethics and politics as critical reflection with a tradition of 
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practical wisdom (phronesis) that aims to make prudent decisions as to what is to be done 

in variable situations.
33

  

 At the foundation of Tracy’s approach is Aristotle’s notion of praxis, which is based 

on the idea that moral agents are always guided by some goal of the good and virtuous 

life, and, therefore, actions are always conditioned by contact with various traditions of 

practical wisdom (phronesis).
34

 Tracy clarifies that these goals, or ideals, can stem from 

teleology in classical humanism, utopianism as in Marxism, or eschatology as in Chris-

tian theology.
35

 

 In Analogical Imagination (1981) Tracy builds on his methodological position with 

the claim that the historical realities of our common human experience are a theological 

locus for Christian reflection and self-understanding.
36

 Tracy, like Metz, therefore de-

scribes practical theology as a paradigm of praxis that aims to analyze some radical situa-

tion of ethical-religious import (sexism, racism, classism, elitism, anti-Semitism, eco-

nomic exploitation, environmental crisis, etc) in some philosophical, social-scientific, 

culturally analytic or religiously prophetic (eschatological) manner in order to transform 

reality.
37

 Tracy ultimately prioritizes praxis over theory in regard to philosophical and 
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theological methodology because he claims that theory is dependent on praxis as its own 

originating and self-correcting foundation.
38

  

  What is key to Tracy’s methodology is that he follows many of the Catholic political 

and liberation theologians who use praxis in relation to some form of Christian eschatol-

ogy, or Marxist ideology-critique, to set up a critique of church, academic, and social 

structures.
39

 For example, Tracy points to Metz’s political theology as an example of how 

praxis and a prophetic eschatology can be integrated to critique real moral and ethical cri-

sis as opposed to an intellectual analysis of cognitive claims related to Christian doc-

trine.
40

 

  In 2009 Tracy changed his definition of practical theology. Tracy explains that his 

earlier definition ought to have emphasized the need for a theological correlation with the 

aesthetic, the contemplative metaphysical, and spiritual traditions of Christianity.
41

 Tracy 

claims that such a focus is necessary because aesthetics is intrinsically related to ethics.
42

 

According to Tracy, practical theological ethics is, however, more of a teleological ethics 

of apperception rather than a Kantian ethics of obligation.
43

 Tracy sums-up his new for-

mulation of practical theology by stating that all theology should be practical (praxis-
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determined) as both ethical-political (prophetic) and aesthetic, even mystical.
44

 And, Tra-

cy argues that ethical and politically focused practical theologies (e.g., liberation, femi-

nist, postcolonial, gay, and political theologies) will necessarily emphasize justice, like 

many of the Jewish and Christian prophets, including Jesus (especially the Lukan Jesus) 

while the aesthetic, metaphysical, wisdom and mystical theologies will emphasize love or 

loving wisdom-in-action.
45

 

 Beyond Tracy the discipline of practical theology flourished in fields of Catholic 

higher education in the United States from 1970 onward. One of David Tracy’s students, 

Joe Holland, a social ethicist, and his cohort Peter Henriot S.J., developed the now fa-

mous Pastoral Circle method which is described in Social Analysis: Linking Faith and 

Justice.  

Joe Holland and Peter Henriot S.J.: Praxis and the Pastoral Circle Method 

 Joe Holland and Peter Henriot created the pastoral circle method to focus theological 

reflection on modern economic and political realities.
46

 Holland and Henriot’s pastoral 

circle method does not, however, solely stem from Tracy, it is also rooted in Cardinal 

Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method.
47

 Unlike Cardijn’s three steps, the Pastoral Circle 

method is comprised of four movements.
48

 Movement one begins with insertion. The pas-
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toral circle method emphasizes immersion in a community and asking people questions 

about their sociopolitical and economic reality. 
49

 Commenting on the pastoral circle, 

Mejia states: “To ask real questions, that touch real life, at the beginning of the process, 

opens a new theological epistemology.”
50

 Instead of starting only from the data of revela-

tion and tradition, as classical theology has usually done, insertion into a community 

prompts theologians to start from the data and problems coming from historical reality.
51

 

Historical reality, in other words, becomes a locus theologicus. 

 In the second movement social analysis is used to examine causes, probe conse-

quences, delineate linkages, and identify actors related to key questions and issues under 

investigation in the community.
52

 In other words, social analysis is used to explore reality 

in light of historical (time) and structural (space) relationships.
53

 The second movement 

therefore requires social analysis to integrate the use of sociology, anthropology, psy-

chology, history, political science, and economics.
54

 

 In the third movement, sociopolitical and economic questions, issues, and analysis are 

reflected on theologically with resources from Christian tradition including scripture and 

church social teaching.
55

 In the fourth movement, pastoral planning designs a strategy for 
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action in light of the critical correlation of data from movements one, two, and three.
56

 In 

sum, the four movements form a “spiral of praxis” because the methodology emphasizes 

the on-going, ever turning relationship between action and reflection.
57

  

 S. Madge Karecki, Assistant National Director of the Pontifical Mission Societies in 

the United States, explains that while Holland and Henriot did not conceive the pastoral 

circle as a teaching tool it has proven effective in enabling students to “do rather than 

simply to study missiology.”
58

 Karecki adds that the pastoral circle method provides stu-

dents with a way of “doing missiology that begins in their immediate context and their 

own historical setting.”
59

 Karecki argues that what is key about the first step, insertion, is 

that students own experiences of their particular sociocultural context are acknowledged 

as a locus theologicus which empowers them with a sense of agency as they begin to crit-

ically reflect on the world around them.
60

 In other words, students begin to see mission as 

a theological enterprise that is rooted in their own lives rather than something that hap-

pens in another place with other people.
61

 The value of such a methodological process 
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helps students better understand the problems and needs of their reality through critical 

reflection.
62

  

 Karecki adds that the structure of Holland and Henriot’s method fulfills “The peda-

gogical task of theology” which “is to affirm the deeper dimensions of the human person 

in relationship to ultimate reality.”
63

 Karecki suggests that the pastoral circle method 

forces students to learn how to become active subjects, not passive objects.
64

 In other 

words, the pastoral circle method encourages a form of “learning” that “becomes trans-

formative as students grapple” with their experiences through “a process of critical theo-

logical reflection on their own faith history rooted in a particular context.”
65

 In other 

words, Holland and Henriot’s methodology helps overcome “the effects of an educational 

system that has not equipped them with the necessary skills to engage in learning that re-

quires critical thinking and creativity.
66

 Moreover, the methodology facilitates “Perspec-

tive transformation” which “is the process of becoming critically aware of how and why 

our assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about 

our world; changing these structures of habitual expectation make possible a more inclu-

sive, discriminating and integrating perspective; which, helps, inform how to make 

choices or act upon new insights.”
67

 

 In sum, Holland and Henriot’s pastoral circle method facilitates decisions about how 

to act by first considering the lived wisdom of people as a guide to understanding reality, 
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then, second, moving that knowledge into critical reflection with a theme or story from 

the Gospel or Christian tradition. The goal of the method is to inspire a personal or com-

munal form of action that issues forth transformative justice.
68

 In the end, Holland and 

Henriot’s pastoral circle has proven to be one the most well-known U.S. pieces of litera-

ture that add to the Catholic Church’s canonical turn toward methods and methodologies 

of theological praxis that interpret historical reality as a primary locus theologicus. 

Thomas Groome: Praxis in the Context of Religious Education 

 As a young professor at Boston College, Tom Groome enrolled in a course taught by 

visiting professor Johann Baptist Metz.
69

 Groome explains that Metz’s course converted 

his thinking from being mired in an idealistic transcendental theology toward a narrative 

based form of practical theology.
70

 In the wake of his time with Metz, Groome developed 

a practical theological approach to religious education that has become a standard in 

Catholic circles. Below I appeal to several of Groome’s texts to show how his work con-

tributes to the Church's turn toward practical theology via a praxis-based methodology 

that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus. 

Groome’s Method of Shared Praxis  
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 Groome argues that “there is a profound problem with how theology is typically 

taught.”
71

 The problem is that “the current theory to practice approach presumes that the 

primary purpose of theology is theoretical investigation and clarity of a very ahistorical 

and metaphysical kind.”
72

 Groome suggests that the implication for people being trained 

for ministry by such an ahistorical mode of theological education is that they are more 

likely to end up knowing about theology in a theoretical sense than being able to do the-

ology in a pastoral context.
73

  

 Instead of an ahistorical or metaphysical focus Groome claims “the primary locus for 

theology” should be “human history as it unfolds in the world. Why? Because human his-

tory is the locus of God’s activity in time, and, is, therefore, always the first source of 

God’s self-disclosure at any time.”
74

 In other words, because the world is the arena of 

God’s saving activity, human history must be the primary locus, the point of departure 

and arrival for rational discourse about God.
75

 Groome’s claim that historical reality is a 

locus theologicus suggests that human praxis, on personal, interpersonal, and social lev-

els, become the primary starting point for doing theology.
76

  

 Groome adds that teaching students practical theological methods that respect praxis 

as the primary starting way for doing theology honors three basic pedagogical impera-
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tives. First, it honors God as active in the world and human history thereby forcing partic-

ipants to attend to their own historical praxis in the world.
77

 Second, it honors the story 

and vision of the Christian faith community.
78

 Groome adds that because these two 

sources, present historical praxis and the Christian story/vision, are placed in a dialectical 

hermeneutic with each other people come to honor God’s coming reign through lived 

Christian response within history that is transforming for self, for church, and for socie-

ty.
79

 In this way, the Christian notion of God is both practical and political.
80

 Groome specifically describes his method of shared praxis as a movement from “life 

to faith to life.”
81

 Groome structures his methodology this way to invite people to name 

and critically reflect on present praxis and move that reflection into a dialectical encoun-

ter with Christian story and vision, to encourage a lived Christian faith for the common 

good.
82

 Instead of Cardijn’s three step See-Judge-Act method, and Holland and Herniot’s 

four step pastoral circle method, Groome describes a five step movement called “shared 

Christian praxis.”  

 In general Groome describes his method as “a participative and dialogical pedagogy 

in which people reflect critically on their own historical agency in time and place and on 

their sociocultural reality, have access toegether to the Christian Story/Vision, and per-

sonally appropriate it in community with the creative intent of renewed praxis in Chris-
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tian faith toward God’s reign for all creation.”
83

 In more detail Groome’s method can be 

described in five steps. The first step is naming present praxis, which consists of express-

ing feelings about what is going on in the world and what others are doing. Step two is 

critical reflection on life from a position of faith. Depending on the issue, critical reflec-

tion can be personal or sociocultural and can engage reason, memory, imagination, or a 

combination of them. Step three involves assessing the wisdom of the Christian story and 

vision apropos of the generative theme experienced in step one and reflected on in step 

two. Step four is the dialectical hermeneutic that emerges between present praxis and the 

Christian story and vision. Step five involves making a decision, whether it be cognitive, 

affective, or behavioral.
84

 Groome argues that this five step methodology reclaims a prax-

is way of knowing by beginning with reflection on life experiences, which then moves 

that knowledge into dialogue with the best available theory (phronesis) with the aim of 

disposing people to do what ought to be done.
85

 Groome claims that his method of theo-

logical praxis places him in concert with a large swath of practical theologians who favor 

a methodology that moves from praxis to theory to praxis.
86

  

 In sum, Groome argues that a praxis way of knowing (epistemology) is an effective 

pedagogy because it offers a way of knowing that is theoretical (theoria), practical 

(phronesis), and productive (poiesis).
87

 Building on Aristotle, Groome argues that be-

cause “the senses gather their data from the outside and take it inward” the knowing pro-
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cess has its origin in sense experience.
88

 And, because all knowing begins from the data 

of sense experience it is only through reflection that understanding, judgments, and deci-

sions can be made.
89

 Such theoretical reflection, Groome adds, must be critical in order to 

evaluate present praxis.
90

 What this means is that there is always an ethical element pre-

sent in the acquisition of subjective knowledge.
91

 The key question now becomes: what 

ethical framework does Groome suggest one use to transform praxis in the site of one’s 

historicity? 

 What is key to Groome’s method of theological praxis is that practical wisdom 

(phronesis) of the Christian tradition functions as the ethical hermeneutic perspective.
92

 

Groome believes the eschatological wisdom of the Christian tradition (which derives 

from what Jesus named the Kingdom of God) provides a good story and vision to use as 

the critical hermeneutic perspective. Tom Beaudoin explains that Groome links knowing 

subjects capacity for ideology critique to what Jesus named the Kingdom of God to help 

people imaginatively search out socioeconomic arrangements that limit or distort human 

potential.
93

 But, how does Groome develop what Jesus named the Kingdom of God into a 

viable tool of ideology critique? 

Groome Turns to Eschatology as Critical Aspect of Praxis 
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 In 1980 Groome wrote Christian Religious Education and, in it, explained that Jesus’ 

notion of the Kingdom of God should be the ultimate purpose, or telos, of Christian edu-

cation.
94

 Why does Groome place such a strong emphasis on the Kingdom of God in 

terms of Christian education? Like Ignacio Ellacuria, Groome claims that Jesus’ purpose 

in life was to preach the gospel of the Kingdom of God.
95

 And, due to his belief, Groome 

argues that Christian religious education must necessarily provide Christians with a 

methodology that is capable of enacting the values associated with Jesus’ Kingdom of 

God.
96

 To provide warrants for his claims about the importance of Jesus’ Kingdom of 

God in religious education, Groome first appeals to the fact that a majority of scripture 

scholars agree that the Kingdom of God is the “central theme of the gospels.”
97

 Groome 

then appeals to the gospel of Mark 1:15, to highlight that when Jesus first appears in 

Galilee he said: “The reign of God is at hand! Reform your lives and believe in the gos-

pel.”
98

 Groome claims this statement by Jesus’ provides the foundation, constant refer-

ence, and central theme of Jesus life.
99

 But, if this claim is true then the question in need 

of an answer is: what did Jesus mean when he said “kingdom of God”?  

 Groome explains what Jesus meant by “the kingdom of God” with an allusion to Je-

sus’ Jewish heritage. Groome describes how: “For the Israelites the Kingdom of God is a 
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symbol which refers to the concrete activity of God in history.”
100

 Groome then cites 

Protestant theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg to add: “The kingdom of God, according to 

the Old Testament,” meant something that “is expected in the form of establishing law 

and justice in the society of man.”
101

 Groome asserts that what is key in this tradition is 

that Jesus radicalized the Hebrew notion of the Kingdom in relation to “the Wisdom liter-

ature.”
102

 Groome claims that Jesus specifically radicalized the Hebrew notion of neigh-

bor by removing all limits to the question who is ‘my neighbor.’
103

 Groome explains that 

what makes Jesus unique is that he reinterpreted “the Jewish tradition” where “neighbor 

tended to mean fellow-Jew” and “expanded neighbor to mean all people, even one’s en-

emies.”
104

 What is key to Jesus’ radical “proclamation of the Kingdom” is that it offers a 

new vision and story “of how human life ought to be lived.”
105

 In sum, Jesus’ trans-

formed the ethical foundation of Hebrew theology and philosophy. 

 Groome, like Ellacuria, reiterates that because the Kingdom of God was crucial to 

Jesus radical life and mission, Christian moral life ought to be lived in reference to the 

“vision of the completed kingdom.” In other words, Groome thinks that by looking at 

present sociocultural realities from the point of view of the completed kingdom, where 

“there shall be no more death or mourning, wailing or pain” (Rev. 21:4), students can 

learn to be critical of present realities that do not meet the criteria of Jesus’ understanding 

of the Kingdom. Groome, like Rahner, therefore suggests that the vision of the kingdom 
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of God, with an eye to the future, carries “an imperative claim upon the present” one that 

must measure  “all reality…against, the promised future, the fully realized kingdom.”
106

  

 In conclusion, Groome’s argument is that if the kingdom of God is seen as in-

breaking, and as being worked out by God with human cooperation within history, and 

not just as a spiritual symbol referring only to an otherworldly reality, then it can function 

as a critical judgment upon our social, political, and economic structures and cultural ar-

rangements.
107

 In his own words, Groome states: “while there are signs of the Kingdom 

already among us, there are social, political, economic, and cultural realities that actively 

prevent the values of the Kingdom from being promoted. Racism, sexism, oppression, 

uncontrolled capitalism; rampant consumerism, all stand condemned in light of the King-

dom of God.”
108

 Who else epitomizes the turn to practical theological praxis? Enter Pope 

Francis! 

Pope Francis Turns to Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act Method 

 Pope Francis draws from Cardijn’s method of theological praxis to interpret historical 

reality as a locus theologicus. For example, in Laudato Si, Pope Francis uses Cardijn’s 

See, Judge, Act method to explain he will first, review (see) the best scientific research 

today, then, second, consider (judge) principles from Judeo-Christian tradition, and, third, 

in light of this theological consideration (judgment), advance proposals for dialogue and 

action (act), both on an local and global level.
109

 Francis’ three step process represents a 

methodology that, in Clodovis Boff’s language, prioritizes an empirical assessment of 
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reality (step 1) in order to change reality (step 3) through critical theological reflection as 

a mediatory step (step 2). 

 Francis justifies his methodological focus on historical reality by stating: “theological 

and philosophical reflections on the situation of humanity and the world can sound tire-

some and abstract, unless they are grounded in a fresh analysis of our present situa-

tion.”
110

 Francis’ perspective on methodology is perhaps best summed-up in a phrase he 

has uttered more than once: “realities are more important than ideas.”
111

 

 What is key about Francis’ adaptation of Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method is that it he 

uses an interdisciplinary approach. Francis defends such an approach by arguing that 

“given the complexity of the ecological crisis and its multiple causes, we need to realize 

that the solutions will not emerge from just one way of interpreting and transforming re-

ality.
112

 Indeed, “science and faith can produce fruitful dialogue.”
113

 As Francis states “no 

branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left out, and that includes religion 

and the language particular to it.”
114

  

 Francis claims that an interdisciplinary approach also requires a form of listening to 

“all those directly or indirectly affected” by sociocultural and economic realities. Thus, 

Francis argues that theological praxis ought to prioritize listening to “farmers, consumers, 

civil authorities, scientists, seed producers, people living near fumigated fields, and oth-
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ers.” Since his first encyclical Evangelii Gaudium, Francis’ has urged Christians to listen 

to others, especially young people and the elderly.
115

 Francis claims that listening to oth-

ers includes those who gather empirical data and generate science in fields such as an-

thropology, sociology, and economics, among others.
116

 What this suggests is that the 

skill of listening to others, a technique that is part and parcel of ethnographic approaches, 

is an integral part of Pope Francis adaptation of Cardijn’s method of theological praxis. 

Pope Francis’ Praxis as a Preferential Option for the Poor 

   Pope Francis’ use of Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method, like the Latin American bish-

ops and liberation theologians, facilitates the canonical turn toward a missiology that em-

phasizes a preferential option for the poor. In Evangelii Gaudium, for example, Francis 

devotes an entire section to “The Inclusion of the Poor in Society.”
117

 He claims that to 

understand Jesus Christ it is imperative to recognize the fact that not only did he became 

poor but was always close to the poor and the outcast. Francis adds that Jesus’ actions 

toward the poor show us that we need be attentive to the cry of society’s most neglected 

members.
118

 But, how does Pope Francis support his claim about the poor being a focus 

of the work and ministry of Jesus? Francis appeals to three sources: the gospel, Christian 

tradition, and personal experience.  

 First, Francis appeals to the gospel of John, which states: “How does God’s love 

abide in anyone who has the world’s goods, and sees a brother or sister in need and yet 

refuses help?” (1 JN 3:17).  Francis also invokes the gospel of Mark to remind people 
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that Christ instructed his disciples to “give them something to eat” (Mk 6:37).
119

 Francis 

explains that this means not just giving food to the hungry (Mt 25) but also working to 

eliminate the structural causes of poverty and to promote the integral development of the 

poor through small daily acts of spiritual solidarity.
120

 In another subsection, “The special 

place of the poor in God’s people,” Francis continues to retrieve scripture to support his 

claims about the Church’s preferential option for the poor.  Francis invokes the words of 

St. Paul who wrote that God himself “became poor” (2 Cor 8:9). Francis also appeals the 

gospel of Luke to highlight that Jesus said: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because 

he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (LK4:18).
121

 Francis points to an-

other verse from the Gospel of Luke, to show that Jesus said: “Blessed are you poor, 

yours is the kingdom of God” (LK 6:20). Francis adds: “When we read the Gospel we 

find a clear indication” we should aid “not so much our friends and wealthy neighbors, 

but above all the poor and the sick, those who are usually despised and overlooked, 

‘those who cannot repay you.’” (LK 14:14).
122

 Francis use of scripture supports his claim 

that the church’s option for the poor shows a “special form of primacy in the exercise of 

Christian charity, to which the whole tradition of the Church bears witness.”
123

 

 Francis provides additional warrants for his claim about the Church’s preferential op-

tion for the poor with examples from various Doctors, Saints, and the Magisterium of the 

Church. Francis invokes the words of John Chrysostom to remind Christians in the pre-
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sent that early Christians believed: “Not to share one’s wealth with the poor is to steal 

from them and to take away their livelihood.”
124

 Francis also invokes the work of Pope 

John XIII who emphasized the human rights of the poor.
125

 Moreover, Francis calls atten-

tion to the bishops of Brazil who listened to the cry of the poor and responded by pro-

claiming: 

 We wish to take up daily the joys and hopes, the difficulties and sorrows of the Bra-

zilian people, especially of those living in the barrios and the countryside - landless, 

homeless, lacking food and health care - to the detriment of their rights. Seeing their 

poverty, hearing their cries and knowing their sufferings, we are scandalized because 

we know there is enough food for everyone and that hunger is the result of a poor dis-

tribution of goods and income.
126

  

 Francis does not end with verbal posturing and quotations of documents from the bi-

ble, fathers, doctors, bishops, or past popes of the Church. No, Francis invokes his own 

lived experience and encounter with the poor. Francis says: “I can say that the most beau-

tiful and natural expression of joy which I have seen in my life were in poor people who 

had little to hold on to.”
127

 Speaking from my personal experience as a mission worker in 

the Dominican Republic, I concur with Francis’ statement that the poor embody more 

beauty and express more joy than those who are materially wealthy or rich. Like Francis, 

I believe that the poor have much to teach us, and, therefore, we need to listen to poor, to 
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embrace the wisdom that God wishes to communicate through them.
128

 Such learning 

entails appreciating the poor in their goodness, in their experience of life, in their culture, 

and in their ways of living the faith.
129

  

 What is most significant about Francis’ focus on the historical reality of poverty and 

concern for the poor is that it shows his’ approach to theologizing, his method and meth-

odology, is defined by a practical realism that sees the church not only existing in history 

but as a church that aims, in a concrete way, to change reality.
130

 For Pope Francis the 

foundation of this realism is found in the gospel,
131

 which helps Christians see that reality 

is the place where people are crucified, and, therefore, must be the place where Christians 

put theory into practice in order to take people down from their cross.
132

 In the end, Fran-

cis makes it clear that while “The pope loves everyone, rich and poor alike…he is obliged 

in the name of Christ to remind all that the rich must help, respect and promote the 

poor.”
133

   

Conclusion 

 Practical theology occupies a growing space within Catholic theology in the twenty-

first century. Yet, because many are unsure as to what practical theology is, I described 

practical theology as a paradigm that interprets historical reality as a locus theologicus 

via a praxis-based theological methodology. To show the how this paradigm developed in 

the Catholic Church I appealed to the works of Karl Rahner, Johann Baptist Metz, David 
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Tracy, Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, and Thomas Groome. Not only do these theologi-

ans and educators focus on historical reality by turning to methods of theological praxis, 

Pope Francis continues to develop the canonical trajectory of the epoch-defining Catholic 

turn to this form of theological practice. What links all these figures, as well as others 

chronicled throughout this dissertation is that they all approach historical reality as a lo-

cus theologicus via a praxis-based methodology. In the next section, I conclude by sum-

marizing how, in the twentieth century, the Catholic Church made a epoch-defining turn 

to practical theology via a praxis-based methodology that interprets historical reality as a 

locus theologicus, which has turned the mission of the Catholic Church toward a prefer-

ential option for the poor.   
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CONCLUSION 

 In this dissertation, I argued that in the twentieth century the Catholic Church made 

an epoch-defining magisterial, philosophical, and practical theological turn from an 

“ahistorical” methodological “habitus” and toward a praxis-based methodology that in-

terprets “historical reality,” especially the reality of the poor, as a locus theologicus. In 

support of this claim I reviewed the contributions of a range of twentieth-century Catho-

lic philosophers, theologians, and members of the Magisterium, all of whom who lived 

and worked in Western Europe, Latin America, and North America.
134

 I presented the 

documentation in three parts.  

 In Part I, Chapter 1, I presented the work of three figures whose are foundational to 

the Catholic Church’s initial turn toward the interpretation of historical reality as a locus 

theologicus. First, I discussed Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903), specifically his encyclical let-

ter Rerum Novarum, and his focus on the plight of poor Western European workers af-

fected by the Industrial Revolution. I then explained that Maurice Blondel (1861-1949) 

developed a philosophy of action to overcome the Catholic philosophical habitus rooted 

in Neoscholastic Thomism. I concluded Chapter 1 with an explanation of how Rev. Jo-

seph Cardijn (1882-1967) developed the See-Judge-Act method of theological praxis. In 

Part I, Chapter 2, I showed that Pope John XXIII canonized Cardijn’s method in his en-

cyclical letter Mater et Magistra. I also explained how developments at the Second Ecu-

menical Council of the Vatican added further canonical weight to Cardijn’s method since 
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it was used to construct the Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Contemporary 

World, better known by the first words of its Latin text, Gaudium et Spes. I concluded 

Chapter 2 with a discussion of how Pope Paul VI confirmed the canonization of Cardijn’s 

method of theological praxis and made a strong turn to poverty as a locus theologicus.  

 In Part II, Chapter 3, I documented how the Latin American liberation theologians 

and the Latin American Episcopal Conference draw from Cardijn’s method of praxis to 

interpret the historical reality of Latin America as a locus theologicus. In Chapter 3, I also 

showed that, as a result of the turn to praxis, the Latin American Church made an epoch-

defining turn toward a preferential option for the poor.
135

 In chapter 4, I explained how 

Basque Jesuit theologian, and long-time resident in El Salvador, Ignacio Ellacuria (1930-

1989) built on the work of his teachers Karl Rahner (1904-1984) and Xavier Zubiri 

(1898-1983), as well as the work of his friend Archbishop Oscar Romero (1917-1980), to 

argue for a preferential option for the “crucified people” of El Salvador.
136
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 In Part III, Chapter 5, I argued that the turn to a praxis-based methodology that 

interprets historical reality, especially the reality of poverty, as a locus theologicus, actu-

ally makes it plausible to argue that the entire movement spurs the development of Catho-

lic practical theology, a paradigm that emerged in Catholic discourse with the work of 

Karl Rahner, and, is presently embodied by Pope Francis, who has therefore added ca-

nonical weight to the Church’s turn toward practical theology and a preferential option 

for the poor.  

 In the end, what I believe is most important about the Catholic turn toward a prax-

is-based theological methodology that interprets historical reality, especially the reality of 

the poor, as a locus theologicus is how it can be used to facilitate the conversion 

(metanoia) of students moral and ethical standpoint toward a preferential option for the 

poor in a civic and political context. My belief stems from my experience teaching stu-

dents how to master the craft of using a theological method I designed that draws mostly 

from Cardinal Joseph Cardijn’s See-Judge-Act method and Joe Holland and Peter Hen-

riot’s Pastoral Circle Method.
137

 My method, what I named eschatopraxis,
138

 is not unlike 

other practical theological methods. My method teaches students how to: gather empirical 
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and ethnographic data about a present sociopolitical or economic reality with the goal of 

developing new cultural and historical knowledge in an interdisciplinary way; question 

and judge historical realities with a critical eschatological hermeneutic, specifically 

through reflection on the Bible and Christian tradition; and, transform the critically inte-

grated knowledge into ethical Christian action.  

 My ultimate insight is simple: by teaching students how to use an eschatopraxis-

based theological methodology I am able to open students’ eyes to historical realities they 

are unaware of; then juxtapose this reality to what Charles Taylor may say is Jesus’ social 

imaginary: “the Kingdom of God.” I believe that by focusing on the eschatological wis-

dom related to Jesus’ phrase “Kingdom of God” students are able to learn how to ques-

tion what actions ought to be embodied to show solidarity with the poor and outcast, ac-

tions that embody what Jon Sobrino calls the bonum morale (moral good) of Christian 

morality.
139

 Thus, the signature of my pedagogy respects the methodological shift toward 

historical reality and a preferential option for the poor that marks the epochal change in 

contemporary Catholic philosophy and theology.  
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