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In the inaugural issue of the Orality Journal, we noted that the “Gutenberg 
Parentheses” is now here. We might recall that academicians have labeled 
the period from the fifteenth to the twentieth century the Gutenberg 
Parentheses which was anchored to the printing press. Thus, it would 
appear that there is a vacuum, an interregnum.

Filling the Vacuum
The business sector has been quick to fill in the interregnum and have in 
fact started to label this era as the rise of the “digitoral” era. Googling 
“digitoral” yields 6,870 search results in 0.44 seconds. Clearly, “digitoral” 
is nascent in its usage. But is it fitting? Could it be used to describe the 
next chronos period?

In a book published by Harvard Business review Press1, noted speaker, 
author, and businessman Jonah Sachs seized the opportunity to describe 
this compound word: 

digit + oral = digitoral

Sachs suggests that in oral traditions, “ideas begin in the mind of a creator, 
but their path to their audience is far less prescriptive. Instead of being 
processed through an elite device that replicates and delivers them directly, 
orally transmitted ideas must replicate themselves, passing from the mind 
of one listener to the next.”2 

In fact, Sachs further asserts how ideas get transmitted is through “meme”, 
which is commonly described as a “unit for an idea, behavior or style that 
spreads from person to person within a culture.”3  This unit of information 
might mutate and the core message will be forgotten—or it may survive 
even though it might have been tweaked or adjusted. The best unit of 
information survives because it is memorable, compelling, and adaptable.4 

Unsurprisingly, Sachs came to the conclusion that the “memes” which 
survive are stories, and that each one of us hold a worldview which is a 
collection of stories.5  Establishing the “oral” tradition of the second half 
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of the word “digitoral” is not difficult, but what about the first part of 
this compound word?

digit, amongst various meanings and usage, can denote part of  a limb 
(finger), a number (in mathematics or science), or a unit of measurement. 
Sachs captures the meaning of  digit well in the context of  social 
networks. In the swamp of indiscretion, the messages sent through social 
media may get adjusted, tossed, twisted, rated, commented, shared, 
and perpetuated. Like the oral era, “ideas today are never fixed; they’re 
owned and modified by everyone. They move through networks at the 
will of  their members and without that activity, they die.”6  (Sachs is 
not shy to suggest why the “broadcast” era is not working.)  

Conversely, in the twenty-first century, with social octane through networks 
and fuelling through 24/7 technologies, each powerful story may go viral 
with digital platforms sustaining and immortalizing the story.

From an idea-transmission perspective, and how a story gets moved along, 
a powerful combination of the spoken and hearing (oral) catalyzed with 
the technology that tethers social networks together, and ‘digitoral’ was 
birthed.

Rise of  the Digitoral Era
One doesn’t need to go far to taste the digitoral era. ample antidotal 
experiences affirm the emergence of this era. For example, some time ago 
Sunday School teachers in the Philippines initially complained about kids 
in classes who were being disrespectful by sending SMS messages during 
teaching sessions. 

In fact, some teachers were so ill-at-ease about this that they thought the 
kids were bullying the teachers through SMS messaging. While some of 
their suspicions might be true, little did they realize that the kids were 
talking about what they were learning in the class. The kids were passing 
on stories they were learning and the stories were alive because they were 
passing them on. My reinforcement of this story is also digitoral.

another example is a group of congregants in a church in the United States 
who were really enjoying the sermon preached by the pastor. However, one 
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of them opened his iPad to check on a small detail of the sermon during 
the worship service. To this man’s surprise, the pastor had spoken the 
entire message from “Sermon Central.” as good as the message was, the 
digitoral story that got passed along was not the sermon, but the pastor 
who had taken the entire sermon from someone else. My reinforcement 
of this story is also digitoral.

Or who can forget Mitt romney, 2012 U.S. Presidential candidate saying, 
“They brought us binders full of women” or “Oppan Gangnam style," 
the signature line from PSY, the Korean megastar’s hit song with over a 
billion views on the Internet. The oral-visual effects were self-reinforcing 
and passed along and sustained on multiple platforms. Both items quickly 
went viral, with the video story of PSY continuing unabated.

Finally, I shall not soon forget the retired Bishop William Tuimising from 
Kenya who was addressing participants at the launch of the East africa 
Orality Network. as he took his place at the podium, he jovially asked 
everyone to take out their mobile phone and switch them to ‘on’, noting 
how many people actually have the Word of God in digital form on their 
cell phones. The bishop read from his cell phone and provided a sermon. 
Participants not only SMS messaged a portion of his message, but also 
spoke of his avante garde method of keeping the cellular device in the ‘on’ 
position when most pastors would insist otherwise. 

In this issue, we examine powerful experiments which are working and are 
scalable. Gilles Gravelle leads off with the implications of social networks 
in the work of Bible translation in the digitoral era. Pam arlund looks at 
church planting through orality. Jay Moon describes one of the disciplines 
of orality and the use of powerful rituals in discipleship. Clyde Taber 
follows with calling the Church to consider visual media in the context of 
storytelling.  Marlene LeFever continues in her column of how an oralized 
curriculum is working in India, and Steve Evans joins us with a column to 
remind us to “Mind the Gap.” We are pleased to have the veteran storyteller 
extraordinaire, J.O. Terry, describe ten mistakes people often make. Tara 
rye concludes with an insightful book review.

Orality Journal is the journal of the International Orality Network. Since 
the network is based on the voluntarism of individual and organizational 



members, this journal is your journal. This journal is online in PdF and 
also in audio format. It is available bi-annually, with provisions for printed 
editions. We aim to provide a platform for scholarly discourse on the issues 
of orality, discoveries of innovations in orality, and praxis of effectiveness 
across multiple domains in society. This online journal is international 
and interdisciplinary, serving the interests of the orality movement through 
research articles, documentation, book reviews, and academic news. 

as a preview, our next issue fully features “The Seven disciplines of Orality” 
and is due out in September 2013; we will also introduce ‘laboratory’ 
section to journey along those who are experimenting and implementing 
orality. We welcome submission of items that could contribute to the 
furtherance of the orality movement for future journal publications. We 
also welcome your comments, questions, and suggestions! Send your 
feedback to: oralityjournal@gmail.com.    

  On the journey together,

  Samuel E. Chiang
  From Manila, the Philippines

1 Jonah Sachs, Winning the Story Wars: Why Those Who Tell—and Live—the 
Best Stories Will rule the Future. Boston, Ma: Harvard Business School 
Publishing, 2012.

2   Ibid, 17.
3   See en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meme. accessed January 7, 2013.
4   Ibid, 17.
5   Ibid, 21.
6   Ibid, 19.
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Does the 
resurrection of 
oral strategies 
indicate a 
return to 
former times 
when the 
oral and the 
written text 
peacefully 
coexisted, and 
both were 
authoritative?
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Company. His research and writing focuses on translation, missiology, 
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Communicating the gospel 
through oral means is nothing 

new. There is arguable evidence 
that Synoptic Gospel material arose 
out of non-literacy, “a movement 
from saying to composition.”1 The 
written gospel eventually 
took on greater authority. 
Consequently,  the 
recitat ion of  the 
written gospel became 
the dominant way to 
communicate scripture 
to the non-literate 
masses. Even so, it seems 
unlikely that telling and 
retelling of  scripture 
using natural, oral 
style ceased altogether. 
Perhaps it was just 
viewed as lacking 
authority, because literate priests 
and pastors were the official 
readers and interpreters of  the 
gospel for the non-literate. 

The beginning of the Protestant 
reformation in Europe (1517) 
brought radical ideas to the 
masses. One idea was that all 

people should be able to read and 
interpret the Bible. That would 
require increased literacy. Space 
doesn’t allow for a description 
of  how Johannes Gutenberg’s 
printing press innovations created 

a hunger for more 
Bibles printed in more 
languages. Literacy in 
the Western developing 
nations surged soon 
after, especially with 
the democratization of 
education. Eventually, 
Wester n  miss ion 
expansion spread the 
gospel and the notion 
that reading would 
be the primary way 
new believers engaged 
scripture translations. 

The modern orality movement is 
said to have begun in the 1970s.2  

due to growing interest among 
several mission agencies over 
oral strategies, oral scripture 
production began to increase in 
the 1980s and into the 1990s. does 
the resurrection of oral strategies 
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indicate a return to former times 
when the oral and the written 
text peacefully co-existed, and 
both were authoritative? Later 
on, this relationship would 
not remain peaceful as written 
communication began seeking 
dominance.3   Coinciding with 
the rise of  oral strategies, 
the tradit ional  Western 
assumption that print scripture 
is the primary medium for 
communicating the gospel is on 
the decline, even among literacy-
oriented organizations like SIL 
International.4  

HOW TO MAkE AN ORAL 
PREFERENCE SOCIETY 
PREFER READING 
during the past two hundred years 
of Western mission expansion, and 
especially during the late modern 
period (1960-1990s),5 church 
planting and Bible translation 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s 
believed that in order 
to have more success 
they would need to 
teach more people 
to read. Calling 
these people “print 
communicators” 
and a “print culture,” 
rick Brown writes, 
“They depend on 
reading and writing 
for communication 

of  important information.”6  
Bible translation agencies, 
most notably SIL International, 
brought this inherited bias to 
the cultural contexts where they 
worked. However, those locations 
were comprised of mostly oral 
communicators, defined as 
“people in cultures with little to 
no literacy.”7  

The solution was to make as 
many people as possible literate 
in their newly-written languages 
so they could gain access to the 
print translations the agency 
missionaries were producing. 
There was little consideration for 
discovering how non-literate people 
prefer to communicate important 
things. The bias toward print 
media and the assumption that 
only a written scripture text was 
authoritative made that generally 
unnecessary. 
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There were other reasons for 
wanting to make an oral society 
into a literary society. a 1981 SIL 
policy stated: 

Our normal goal is to promote 
literateness as a value for the 
community in general, to 
the point that the practice 
of reading and writing will 
continue without further 
assistance from us. 

The words are revealing: the goal was 
to create a new value, presumably 
to replace the old value of oral 
communication. The assumption 
seems to be that, by virtue of being 
non-literate, oral communication 
was not a cultural value. Instead, 
it was a human development 
need. The policy statement shows 
some cultural sensitivity to local 
preferences, but the goal remains 
the same: 

When it is unrealistic or 
sociologically inappropriate to 
expect this from the community 
as a whole, our basic minimum 
goal is to bring about sufficient 
literateness to sustain the 
ongoing use of the vernacular 
Scriptures by some part of 
the community, plus whatever 
literateness is possible among 
the community in general… 
(our goal for the widest possible 

potential readership for the 
Scriptures).8    (Policy writers’ 
parenthesis)

Other literacy workers confirm 
the goal of at least increasing the 
number of readers in the community 
receiving the new translation: “For 
printed Scriptures to be used, the 
people who speak that language 
must be able to read.”9  For a Western 
worker, a natural assumption at this 
time was that print medium had 
primacy, and without readers the 
scriptures could not be used to any 
great extent. 

This bias towards a print medium 
was not limited to scripture use 
issues. It came with other natural 
Western preferences for the printed 
text. However, some literacy 
promoters were concerned about 
the “overemphasis on learning to 
read to be able to read the Bible.”10 

They wanted to link literacy to 
development as a way to self-
improvement. 

as another author put it, “Literacy 
is…a bridgehead to new frontiers 
of  knowledge.”11 Books on 
agriculture, health, hygiene, and 
forestry would create paths for 
learning. One author suggested 
that an objective of literacy is also 
“to encourage literate tribal adults 
to read habitually for pleasure…”12 



...oral styles and 
literary styles 
are two different 
things.
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Much was also written on how 
literacy could protect people from 
exploitation. 

These reasons for literacy are good 
and noble things, but they reveal an 
assumption about how 
knowledge is acquired. 
Western people acquire 
knowledge generally 
through reading. 
Oral societies acquire 
knowledge through hearing people 
speak, sing, and even chant. as a 
young translator working with a 
Papuan people, I often wondered 
why they seemed to always be 
singing the scripture verses we 
translated rather than reading 
and studying the passages in the 
printed booklets. after all, there 
were many capable readers in the 
village! The young people even 
recorded the scripture songs on 
cassette tapes so they could listen 
to them as they walked through the 
village with their boom boxes on 
their shoulders. 

The idea that the scriptures could be 
more effectively learned and passed 
on through oral methods never 
really entered the Western workers’ 
minds. However, one literacy worker 
got a hint when she wrote: 

They find that Cheyennes learn 
better through the “passive 

literacy” approach, and retain 
the knowledge longer. The 
general method is to have the 
material read or sung aloud, 
either by someone in person or 
by using tape recordings.13 

Because the presumed 
success of  a Bible 
translation project 
depended on literacy, 
this rather idealistic (in 

hindsight) goal to make an oral 
society into a literary society would 
require much effort. There were, in 
fact, a number of challenges. 

First, the linguists and literacy 
workers quickly discovered that 
oral styles and literary styles 
are two different things. The 
people I worked with didn’t like 
reading transcriptions of their 
own oral stories. There was too 
much unnecessary information. 
However, removing the extraneous 
information created confusion over 
the logical connection between 
thoughts in the written text. It 
turns out that developing a literary 
style would take some time. This 
widespread experience created the 
idea for writers’ workshops. 

Second, workers needed to ensure 
there was enough reading material 
on broad topics to generate interest 
in reading. Shell books (pre-
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written templates for translation) 
were developed as an easy way to 
produce community development 
titles. Oral histories were also 
transcribed and put into print. 
Workers set up village libraries so 
people could have easier access to 
books. However, one of the biggest 
barriers to literacy often cited 
was the lack of money to produce 
enough copies. 

Third, there was competition with 
the more dominant local trade 
language or national language. an 
assumption on the part of many 
linguists and literacy workers was 
that new readers and existing readers 
would give preference to their 
newly-written language because, 
after all, it was their language. In 
most cases, the people were indeed 
thrilled that their language now had 
an alphabet. 

However, sociologist anthony Pym 
states, “Stronger nationalization 
pressures from the lingua franca…
cause a need to access lingua franca 
texts.”14 Even when primary oral 
communicators develop a literary 
language, there are still compelling 
reasons for them to “seek texts in 
other languages.”  More people 
were becoming literate in those 
languages. That meant more 
of the people would access the 
scriptures in a language they didn’t 

understand nearly as well as their 
own mother tongue. 

Thus, strong nationalization 
pressures threatened the whole 
Bible translation enterprise in places. 
Many believed then (and still do) 
that more and better literacy work 
could at least compete for readers 
in the local language. Therefore, 
efforts were made to convince 
governments to conduct primary 
school education, at least grades one 
through four, in the local language 
rather than the national language. 
It would help preserve the local 
language, encourage reading in 
that language, and would improve 
the students’ ability to learn the 
national language. 

after years of concentrated effort by 
many dedicated people to turn an 
oral society into a literary society, is 
there any evidence that a primary oral 
society now values reading over telling 
and hearing? Maybe the hindrances 
to this goal, mentioned earlier, have 
prevented it from happening. But 
is it a lack of readers and literacy 
materials that is the problem? Or 
was this goal a well-intentioned, but 
misguided notion? 

For the remainder of this article, 
I will focus on the ultimate goal 
of literacy in Bible translation 
projects—that is, the translated 
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text being engaged and distributed 
in ways these social experimenters 
have always desired. 

WHAT SCRIPTURE 
COMMUNICATION 
MEDIUM SHOULD COME 
FIRST?
Before going any further, let me 
say that suggesting a primarily 
oral society should remain in 
their primary oral 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
situation is soft racism. 
People who promote 
this don’t realize 
that such a comment 
reveals racial bias. 
Some africans interpret 
Western proponents of 
orality as “white people 
implying that africans 
can be kept in a state of 
illiteracy because this 
is their natural and 
preferred state.”15 The goal of 
this article is to examine natural 
scripture distribution; it is about 
diffusion through multiple paths. 

If  we now understand the 
importance of  oral scripture 
distribution, why do so many 
mission agencies still assume 
that printed scripture should 
precede oral scripture? If they are 
supportive of non-print media in 
general, why do they still view 

those as secondary? There are a 
number of reasons. 

First, it may be that print learners 
simply cannot conceive of  how an 
oral medium can effectively and 
accurately transmit the scripture 
text. It is difficult for people from a 
print culture to believe people from 
an oral culture can learn and recall 
significant amounts of information 

with accuracy by 
just hearing it. This 
is one reason why 
literacy strategists 
believe reading is 
the only legitimate 
method for accessing 
scripture. anything 
less would produce 
inconsistencies and 
inaccuracies because 
of memory lapses. 

Literacy workers’ 
concern about accuracy may 
be well-founded if  they assume 
verbatim retelling of a written text. 
However, this does not mean oral 
cultures are incapable of recalling 
important themes and concepts 
by hearing and repetition. Karl 
Franklin illustrates this tension in 
saying, “There are, undoubtedly, 
many variations of what someone 
means by an “oral translation.” 
For example, to some it means 
that the oral rendition must 
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follow in detail a prior, written 
translation. To others, it means 
that native speakers have heard 
the stories a number of times 
and can spontaneously and 
without notes retell them.”16  

addressing a print learner’s 
assumption about an oral 
learner’s memory retention, 
Walter Ong explains, “Thought 
and expression in oral cultures 
is often highly organized but 
calls for organization of  a 
sort unfamiliar to and often 
uncongenial to the literate 
mind.”17  This does not suggest 
a person from an oral culture can 
listen to the Book of Genesis on 
a digital player one time and then 
remember the entire text. It takes 
repeated listening, just like a print 
learner goes back to the printed 
text to recall information. Brown 
explains:

a person from a print 
orientation might object, saying 
that the people need a book to 
look things up in, but…oral 
communicators don’t look things 
up; they retrieve them from their 
memory. The print-oriented 
person is amazed that an oral 
communicator can happily listen 
to a tape repeatedly, day after 
day, and even more amazed at 
how quickly he or she memorizes 

it. In oral cultures people easily 
memorize large portions of 
Scripture.18 

repeated hearing and retelling is 
key in oral cultures. during the 
process of hearing, the oral learner 
recalls images from memory that 
help him or her to describe settings, 
situations, and actions important 
to the text. apparently, print 
readers are not as good at making 
mental pictures of what they read. 
as Ong puts it, print readers are 
visually-oriented to the printed 
words, sounding them out in their 
mind as they read.19  

Second, Western mission agencies 
engage with the printed scripture 
differently. Being able to do an 
inductive Bible study with colorful 
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highlighters can’t be done with an 
oral text. Word studies cannot be 
conducted either, if there are no 
printed texts to cross-reference. 
and how does one build a 
concordance of the Bible from an 
oral text anyway? These methods 
all assume Bible study can only be 
done one way. Yet oral cultures have 
applied inductive learning methods 
in other ways. I can’t comment 
on individual word studies, but 
studying the key concepts behind 
the key theological words does not 
seem to require a printed text. 

If  the goal of  print-oriented 
literacy is primarily about seeing as 
many people as possible engaging 
with the translated scripture text, 
then oral communication—which 
comes in a variety of forms—holds 
the key. This does not mean literacy 
training for the purpose of reading 
should not be promoted at all. 
rather, a variety of literacies that 
already exist within the oral culture 
apart from the Western pro-literate 
bias need to be included.20  

ORAL SCRIPTURE 
DISTRIBUTION 
Today, more people, including SIL 
academic leaders, recognize that 
people in primary oral societies 
more typically have a repertoire of 
languages and a range of literacies.21 
Many now recognize that things 

such as oral communication and 
cultural knowledge are forms of 
literacy. Each form carries a unique 
role in the community. 

For example, reading and writing 
literacy could be in the national 
language, whereas religious literacy 
may be in the local language 
distributed through oral means. 
The question is, which literacy 
forms help a scripture text to 
become more localized (i.e., 
the community views it as their 
text)? do they see the distinct 
marks of foreign importation and 
adaptation, commonly associated 
with print scripture?22  Or do they 
view the text as having the look, 
feel, and sound of  something 
naturally at home in their culture?

anthony Pym writes, “The goal of 
localization is to get a maximum 
amount of  information to a 
maximum amount of people.” 
To achieve this, he states that 
constraints on the movement 
of texts need to be removed.23  

This thought suggests that 
communicating scripture through 
only one medium, such as print, 
impedes the movement of  the 
text within its location. Sustained 
movement is the very thing that 
literacy training was meant to 
achieve, and as Pym says, it 
depends greatly on distribution, 



Literacy, Orality, and the Web     19

hence literacy workers’ desire to 
create more readers. 

In this case, distribution does 
not mean scripture book sales. It 
means the scripture text is moving 
in and through the local culture 
and being assimilated in natural 
ways. In fact, Pym asserts that 
the notion of “localization” is 
replacing “translation” precisely 
in order to involve more language, 
cultural knowledge, and intuitive 
knowledge. 

Who then, in primary oral 
cultures, are the scripture 
distributors, if  they are not the 
sales people, readers, translators, 
or literacy workers? The answer is 
they are the oral Bible storytellers, 
the people who act out meaning 
through drama, and the poets. 
For the Meyah people of  New 
Guinea, they are the songwriters 
who take their lyrics straight 
from the printed scriptures. The 
songs are naturally distributed 
by community members as they 
sing them in the gardens, at church 
gatherings, during celebrations, 
and in the dead of night when they 
are afraid. However, the Meyah 
people were doing this long before 
they had a printed Bible. The 
source text of their early scripture 
songs was missionary oral 
teaching. They were assimilating 

and distributing the gospel text 
this way one hundred years before 
they even had a way to write their 
language. 

THE WEB AS A VEHICLE 
FOR LITERACY AND 
ORALITY
I mentioned earlier how some 
literacy workers wanted the oral 
learners they served to develop 
a cultural value of reading for 
learning, self-improvement, and 
even enjoyment. This goal can 
be quite challenging when oral 
learners don’t see the practical 
value of  reading in their own 
language. More typically, they 
realize the importance of literacy in 
the national language for economic 
reasons or due to nationalization 
pressures. Now the process of 
globalization is pressuring oral 
societies to read. But it is more 
likely also providing additional 
ways to utilize their oral learning 
and communication skills. 

There are few regions the Internet 
has not penetrated. In 2010, 
the global Internet-connected 
population exceeded two billion 
people, and mobile phone accounts 
already number over five billion. 
Easy access to the web and social 
media tools is creating a new 
dynamic for multi-media learning 
and communicating. 
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New media professor 
Clay Shirky writes: 
“The social uses 
of our new media 
tools have been a 
big surprise, in part 
because the possibility 
of these uses wasn’t 
implicit in the tools 
themselves.” Perhaps 
a surprise to Bible 
translators, church 
planters, and literacy workers is 
how the web and new media tools 
are providing ways for primary oral 
cultures to utilize their repertoire of 
languages and literacies. 

For example, a BBC journalist 
reported how Zambian farmers 
were delighting over their new 
writing system. Their Shanjo 
language had never been written, 
and now it was like a miracle 
because they could begin to read in 
their own language. The journalist 
also casually mentioned at the 
end of the article why some of the 
teenagers were now motivated to 
read in their own Shanjo language, 
rather than the regional language—
they commented that reading in 
Shanjo could improve their oral 
skills for “cutting songs and videos 
in Shanjo.”24  

The Shanjo example above and the 
following sections are just some 

examples of how people in primary 
oral cultures are using Web and 
social media tools in a way that 
blends oral, visual, audio and print 
media in single communications. 

DIGITAL TOOLS TO SAVE 
LANGUAGE
another BBC report highlighted 
how “small languages are using 
social media, YouTube, text 
messaging and various technologies 
to expand their presence.” 
With the help of a linguist, the 
speakers of these small languages 
have produced online “talking” 
dictionaries.
 
DESERT NOMADS SEEk 
CELL PHONE TOWERS 
another writer discussed how 
the web and social media has 
influenced where a group of 
nomads chose to set up camp. 
In the past, a source of  water 
was the primary factor. Now, 
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it is where they can find mobile 
phone coverage. Besides staying 
connected with their nomad 
friends, they use their phones to 
show videos of their exploits as an 
enhancement to their storytelling. 
They also share 
audio and 
visual media 
w i t h  o n e 
a n o t h e r .  
Smart phone 
sales rose 47% 
between 2010-
2011. The rapid 
proliferation of 
4G  towers and 
smart phone 
t e c h n o l o g y 
will create 
more robust 
multi-media 
interaction for 
cultures that 
are primary 
oral.25  

INDIAN WEB-BASED 
ORAL AND WRITTEN 
TRANSLATION 
In India, a remote community 
began experimenting with Bible 
translation as a web-based 
communal process. It seems 
literacy is a prerequisite for 
anyone doing translation this 
way. In the past, translation work 
was more exclusive, typically 

done by a small group of  literate 
people. 

With this community, both 
literate and non-literate people 
orally processed and, you could 

say,  orally 
translated the 
text before 
converting it 
to typeface on 
the website. 
Community 
m e m b e r s 
working at 
another web 
hub read the 
web-based text 
out loud for 
the literate and 
non-l iterate 
people in their 
group to orally 
process. They 
improved the 
w e b - b a s e d 

text by applying the same process 
the first group used. Other 
community members worked 
directly with the written text over 
the web, offering improvements 
on spelling, choice of  words, 
and sentence structure. This is 
a situation where the scripture 
text (i.e., meaning) was moving 
back and forth between oral 
and print media in apparently 
natural ways.  



Web-based social 
media tools are 
bringing the 
written and oral 
text together 
in ways not 
seen since the 
development 
of the Greek 
alphabet, when 
the written text 
co-existed with 
the oral text for 
a time.
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PRINT, AUDIO, AND 
VISUAL SCRIPTURE FOR 
EVERYONE
Faith Comes By Hearing (FCBH) is 
known for their work in producing 
audio versions of  the Bible in 
various languages. They are 
motivated by the fact 
that fifty percent of the 
world’s population is 
non-literate. To date, 
they have provided 
audio scriptures to 
2.7 million people in 
over 627 languages. 
FCBH offers free 
access to audio Bibles 
through streaming 
and podcasts, while 
the Bible.is app for 
iPhone, iPad, and 
android devices now 
offers access to audio 
text in more than 650 languages. 

FCBH realizes the significance of 
the times. This is the first time in 
history when nearly anyone can 
access the printed, oral, and visual 
scriptures through the touch of a 
web app icon. In partnership with 
Bible translation and film agencies, 
their goal is to see that every 
language has access to the Bible 
in all three mediums via Facebook, 
Smart Tv, SMS, computer 
terminals, and smartphones.  
access and interaction, however, is 

oral, visual, and print at the same 
time. This is another example 
of  the blending of  multiple 
communication mediums. Surely, 
the next step is people interacting 
with these media forms and with 
one another over the same sites 

that provide it all.26  

CONCLUSION
Web-based social 
media tools are 
bringing the written 
and oral text together 
in ways not seen since 
the development of the 
Greek alphabet, when 
the written text co-
existed with the oral 
text for a time. How 
is the co-existence of 
oral and print media 
localizing the scripture 

text in natural ways?

during the past several decades, 
the primary goal of many literacy 
workers in Bible translation projects 
was to see as many people as possible 
engaging the printed scripture text 
in their mother tongue. Scripture 
access and distribution was of high 
importance in achieving the goal. 
Looking back, it seems apparent 
that focusing primarily on print 
distribution has not achieved that 
goal. Maybe this is simply because 
the people they served did not want 



Social 
media may 
be Western 
technology, 
but the 
word “social” 
is key.
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to give up their cultural preference 
for learning and communicating 
important things through 
oral means.  

Now that oral Bible 
storytell ing, audio 
recording, and film 
dubbing are becoming 
more acceptable ways to 
communicate the scripture 
text, distribution of the text is 
occurring more naturally. It is as if 
all of the cultural literacies are being 
tapped to achieve 
what the literacy 
workers have wanted 
from the beginning. 
Oral learners are 
finding new ways 
to communicate 
important things 
through media they 
value most. They 
don’t need to give up 
those values in order 
to talk on another 
culture’s values. 
Social media may be 
Western technology, but the word 
“social” is key. The tools enable 

people to connect with one another 
in new ways, and this is how texts 

are being localized. 

Still, it’s easy to imagine 
the web and social media 
tools generating greater 
interest among oral learners 
to develop reading and 
writing skills, considering 
how they now see the value 

of tapping all media methods for 
communicating and preserving 
important things. as Shirky says, 

“When you aggregate 
a lot of something, 
it behaves in new 
ways, and our new 
communicat ions 
tools are aggregating 
our individual ability 
to create and share at 
unprecedented levels 
of more.”27  The web is 
providing people with 
a way to aggregate 
all sorts of cultural 
literacies in order to 
communicate the 

scripture text to all people, languages, 
nations, and media preferences. 
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