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Editor’s Notes
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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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Using Rituals to Disciple Oral Learners: Part 1 
W. Jay Moon

Jay Moon is Professor of  Intercultural Studies and Director of  the Wesley 
House of  Study at Sioux Falls Seminary. From 1992-2001, he was an SIM 
missionary among the primarily oral Builsa people in Ghana, West Africa, 
and focused on church planting and water development. His two upcoming 
books discuss oral discipleship.

Great forward strides 
in mission have been 

made recently through the 
understanding of oral learners. 
Unfortunately, the focus on 
orality has almost exclusively 
focused on storytelling, 
implying that orality is 
synonymous with storytelling. 

While storytelling is an 
important thread in oral 
cultures, there are other strands 
that need to be recognized 
in order to effectively make 
disciples of  oral learners. 
In addition to stories, oral 
cultures create oral art through 
the weaving of symbols, rituals, 
proverbs, music, dance, and 
drama. This article will focus on 
the important strand of rituals. 
I will start by briefly describing 
cross-cultural discipleship in oral 
cultures, using examples from 
the Muslim ritual of  the Hajj 
and the catechumenate process 
in the early Church. Then, I will 
describe how rituals play a key 
discipleship role in contemporary 

oral contexts. The article concludes 
with suggestions for constructing 
rituals for discipleship. 

OVERCOMING A BAD 
NAME
For some, the term “ritual” stirs 
up images of something boring, 
repetitive, or a meaningless 
performance. For those who grow 
up in a non-liturgical church 
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When observing 
religions 
around the 
world, we find 
that rituals are 
often at the 
heart of the 
disciple-making 
process.
Rituals help 
to express 
commitment 
to God both 
for the sake 
of individual 
participants and 
the entire faith 
community.

other genres simply cannot address. 
Even a short visit to the rosebud 
Native american reservation, for 

example, reveals that 
rituals like the Sweat 
Lodge, Sun dance, 
vision Quest, etc. are 
at the heart of  the 
religious experience for 
this largely oral culture.

DISCIPLESHIP IN 
ORAL CULTURES
discipleship in oral 
cultures cannot rely on 
written materials to 
study, memorize, and 
write down. Cross-
cultural disciplers 
must look for oral 
genre already within 
culture that can be 
used by God to form 
disciples. When print 
learners disciple oral 
learners, they often 
overlook the oral genre 

in favor of  print discipleship 
methods. Instead of  this mono-
cultural discipleship approach, 
cross-cultural discipleship 
methods are needed. 

Cross-cultural discipleship is “an 
ongoing process of  worldview 
transformation whereby Jesus 
followers center their lives on the 
Kingdom of God (Matthew 6:33) 

tradition, they may be skeptical 
about the necessity of rituals since 
reliance upon the Bible is sufficient. 
These attitudes overlook 
the value of  rituals 
in everyday life (e.g., 
handshakes, pledge 
to the flag) and in 
religious formation 
(e.g., communion, 
baptism, pilgrimages). 
Even worse, a disdain 
for rituals overlooks one 
of the most powerful 
methods of discipleship 
in oral cultures. 

When observ ing 
religions around the 
world, we find that 
rituals are often at the 
heart of the disciple-
making process. rituals 
express commitment to 
God both for the sake of 
individual participants 
and the entire faith 
community. Matt Zahniser1  
notes, “Most people in the world 
assume symbols and ceremonies 
will be involved in discipling . . . 
Symbols and ceremonies represent 
a universal form of communication 
used by every major religion in 
discipling.” 

Oral cultures in particular rely on 
rituals to deepen faith in ways that 
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Rituals can be 
defined as a 
prescribed set of 
actions that employs 
symbols to reenact 
the deepest beliefs, 
feelings, and values 
of a people.

to restructure and express the new 
worldview:

We need to overcome our fear 
of rituals. The answer to dead 
traditions and idolatrous rituals 
is not to do away with rituals. 

It is to constantly 
c o n s c i o u s l y 
examine and re-
create our rituals to 
keep them vibrant 
and to transform 
u s  t h r o u g h 
participation in 
them. Without living 
rituals, we have no 
appropriate ways to 
affirm our deepest 

beliefs, feelings, and morals, 
which lead to new lives in a new 
community and in the world. 

rituals can be defined6 as a 
prescribed set of  actions that 
employs symbols to reenact the 
deepest beliefs, feelings, and 
values of  a people. religious 
rituals have “reference to divine or 
transcendent beings”7  by bringing 
the past into the present through 
sacred time and space. ronald L. 
Grimes8 emphasizes how rituals 
have the unique ability to drive 
meaning deeply to the bone. For 
disciplers in oral cultures, rituals 
provide important opportunities to 
address “excluded middle”9  issues 

and obey Christ’s commands in 
culture (Matthew 28:19-20), 
utilizing culturally available 
genre.”2  

as disciples encounter daily issues 
within their culture, they respond 
in a manner that 
is both biblically 
f a i t h f u l  a n d 
culturally relevant 
in order to maintain 
a  k i n g d o m -
centered life.3 This 
lifelong process 
forms mature 
followers of Christ 
who overcome 
the extremes of 
syncretism (culture is not critiqued 
thereby blending two faith systems) 
and “split-level” Christianity4, 
where Christianity merely responds 
to the ultimate life issues (e.g., 
salvation, problem of evil, etc.) 
but neglects intimate life issues 
(e.g., sickness, finding/keeping a 
spouse, etc.) that are then left to be 
addressed by other sources such as 
african Traditional religion.

rituals are a powerful genre already 
resident in oral cultures and can 
transform a disciple’s worldview. 
Paul Hiebert5 notes that creating 
living rituals is an important part 
of transforming worldview for 
discipleship since the rituals help 
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Figure 1. Three-stage ritual structure

Old State

New State
1. Separation

2. Transition

3. Reincorporation

Those who return from the Hajj 
are often more committed to their 
faith. How does the ritual process 
work to drive meaning in the 
discipleship of oral learners?

Separation: The first stage 
removes participants from the 
daily chores and patterns of  life. 
This requires a physical separation 
so that there is a clean break 
from these normal activities and 
responsibilities. Muslims leave 
their home far behind as they 
travel to Mecca. This sharp break 

from the 
r o u t i n e 
of  l i fe 
prepares 
t h e 
pilgrims 
for the 
n e x t 

stage. There may be a going away 
party that further heightens the 
expectations and blessings of 
those who have sent the pilgrims 
on their way.

Transition: This important 
stage is marked by uncertainty, 
confusion, and chaos. victor 
Turner12  describes this period as 
“anti-structure” since it is markedly 
different than the normal routines 
of life. Participants do not know 
what is about to occur. as a result, 
they are always “off balance” and 

for the growing disciple so that 
the ultimate God becomes deeply 
intimate and close in their personal 
and communal lives.  10How does 
this process work?

THREE-STAGE RITUAL 
STRUCTURE
arnold van Gennep11 studied 
rituals from around the world and 
observed a common structure in the 
ritual performance that included 
three distinct stages. While he 
was largely studying the rites of 
passage rituals during lifecycle 
e v e n t s , 
this same 
r i t u a l 
structure 
a l s o 
appeared 
in other 
t y p e s 
of  rituals such as festivals, 
pilgrimages, retreats, celebrations, 
and calendrical rituals. The three-
stage structure is diagramed in 
Figure 1.

ISLAMIC USE OF RITUAL
To describe this ritual structure 
and how it relates to cross-
cultural discipleship, I will use 
the example of the most powerful 
oral discipleship tool in Islam—
the Hajj. Every devout Muslim is 
exhorted to take this pilgrimage to 
Mecca once in his or her lifetime. 
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LIMINALITY STRUCTURE

Equality Inequality

No property/wealth Property/wealth

Humility Pride of position

Transition State of stability

No status, rank Social status/rank important

Foolishness Seriousness

Simplicity Complexity

accept pain/suffering avoid pain/suffering

Communal Individual

all look same distinct clothing

Table 1. Characteristics of  Liminality vs. Structure
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unsure what is waiting just around 
the bend. Turner also uses the term 
“liminality” to describe this feeling 
of being “betwixt and between.” 
Liminality is derived 
from the Latin term 
“limen”, which 
means “threshold”. 
Participants are not 
in or out; rather, 
they are in a middle 
transition state that 
is uncomfortable, 
as portrayed by the 
following pilgrim:

As Michael13 
arrives at the 
Mosque, he 
promptly removes his Khaki 
pants, brown button down 
shirt, and fancy leather shoes. 
Replacing these “normal clothes” 
with only two white cotton 
unstitched pieces of  cloth and 
a pair of  sandals, he admits 
to feeling naked and frail. The 
simple attire strips away his sense 
of  identity as an American, and 
his work as a journalist. Instead 
of  his normal confident stride, he 
walks slowly and gently amidst 
the unknown surrounding. 
Walking to the water fountain, 
he stoops to wash his face, hands, 
and feet. Leaving the building, he 
joins the throng of  other white-
robed pilgrims.

Turner14 describes this liminal 
feeling or state of “anti-structure” 
by comparing it with the normal 
structure of everyday life as follows:

This transition phase produces 
liminality, thereby stripping 
away Michael’s individuality and 
uniqueness to be replaced by a 
communal identity. He now feels 
like a brother and is proud to stand 
shoulder-to-shoulder with others 
in the throng. Turner15  identifies 
this unique bond that occurs 
during the transition phase with 
the term communitas. The unique 
conditions of liminality during 
the transition period of the ritual 
process are ripe for the fruit of deep 
bonding to other people. 

In addition to the bonding of 
fellow pilgrims to each other, 
this condition is also ripe for 
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participants to bond to their faith 
in a unique way. as a result, this 
is a powerful oral discipleship 
approach that religions around 
the world use.

During the five-day journey 
where Michael walks several 
miles under the hot sun to 
sacred sites, he will reenact 
the mythology16  of  Islam. 
E.g., he walks up and down a 
long hallway, culminating in 
a drink from a well to reenact 
Hagar’s wandering in the desert 
in search of  water as she fled 
from her mistress Sarah. This 
drives home deeper what it 
means to be a follower of  this 
faith system. 

Reincorporation: Upon
completing the Hajj, Michael 
returns home to be reincorporated 
back into society. Now, however, 
he reenters at a higher level of 
spiritual maturity as he is even 
given a new name, al Haji. This 
marks him as a Muslim disciple 
that has gone on the Hajj. The 
reincorporation is important for 
the faith community (they now 
recognize his commitment) and 
also for the individual (he may 
have new responsibilities). The 
reincorporation may be celebrated 
with others, including a meal. 
Ultimately, this ritual serves as a 

powerful oral discipleship tool for 
bonding disciples to their faith and 
other disciples. 

EARLY CHURCH USE OF 
RITUAL
The early Church was also 
heavily shaped by orality. It is 
not surprising that they relied on 
the ritual process to deepen the 
bonding of the faith community 
to each other and their faith. 
amidst persecution and the threat 
of martyrdom, Christianity grew 
from a small sect to the dominant 
religion in a few hundred years. 
The ritual process had a significant 
hand in the discipleship of  the 
early believers. drawing from the 
apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus 
around 200 a.d., Thomas Finn17  
notes, “Christians survived in 
rome to a large extent because 
they developed a dynamic 
ritual process for the making of 
Christians, technically called the 
‘catechumenate’.” 

The ritual process that the early 
Church developed in the first few 
hundred years follows the ritual 
structure in Figure 1 as well.

Separation: Sponsors
accompanied those wanting to be 
part of the community of faith to 
a formal inquiry. They were asked 
personal questions concerning their 
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motivations, occupations, status, 
etc. The main function of this 
inquiry was to “gauge candidates’ 
willingness to distance themselves 
from the reach of society.”18 

Transition: Following separation, 
the candidates moved into the 
transition stage by receiving oral 
instruction, prayer, and the laying 
on of  hands. This transition 
period often lasted three years, 
culminating in a period of exorcism. 
Following the period of exorcism 
and subsequent fasting/prayer, the 
candidates were anointed with oil 
and prepared for baptism.

during the transition time, however, 
the candidates were not allowed 
to participate in communion. 
In addition, they did not receive 
the customary kiss of peace and 
embrace, nor did they mingle 
with the church members. It was 
considered a capital offense to be 
identified as a Christian at this time, 
so there was the constant threat of 
people being “discovered”. Since 
the candidates were not fully a 
part of the church body and not 
fully a part of  roman society, 
they were in a state of “betwixt 
and between,” or liminality. 
This liminal condition provided 
a fertile environment for deep 
bonding with fellow candidates 
and their faith. 

Reincorporation: The candidates 
were now considered “the elect” 
and ready for baptism. They 
were led to the water, where 
they were immersed three times. 
Emerging from the water, they 
were anointed with the oil 
of  Thanksgiving, dried, and 
dressed for entry into the church 
assembly. The newly baptized 
received communion for the 
first time, along with the kiss of 
peace and embrace. The church 
members now recognized the 
new status of  the newly baptized 
and treated them as part of  the 
family of faith. 

The catechumenate ritual process 
worked. Inquirers were moved 
from one level of  faith to another 
as an integral part of  their 
discipleship. Not only did they 
bond more deeply to their faith, 
they also bonded deeply to other 
Christians. Finn19  notes, “The 
impact of  this ritual homecoming 
is difficult to overestimate. The 
newly baptized were initiated 
into a practical kinship network 
of  telling effect.” He20  concludes 
his study of  the early Church: 
“The inescapable conclusion is 
that the survival of  Christianity 
before Constantine depended 
heavily on the development of 
an effective catechumenate, a 
powerful ritual process.”
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USE OF RITUALS FOR 
CONTEMPORARY 
DISCIPLESHIP
Could the ritual process be used 
to transform the worldview of 
contemporary oral learners, similar 
to the way that it so effectively 
served to disciple early Church 
members? Can the Church recover 
what has been forgotten and apply 
rituals for discipleship in our 
present times? 

applying our understanding of the 
ritual structure, two discipleship 
opportunities present themselves 
to contemporary disciplers of oral 
learners:

1. Where No Ritual Exists: Identify a 
contemporary “excluded middle” 
need in culture that is not being 
addressed. Construct a ritual that 
addresses the root issues with a 
faith community. The end result 
is to help oral learners address 
intimate issues that prevent 
them from centering their lives 
on Christ. The remainder of this 
article will address this.

2. Where Ritual Does Exist: 
Identify an existing ritual in 
culture. Uncover the function 
that this ritual plays in 
culture, and use the critical 
contextualization process 
to communicate Christian 
meaning. again, the end goal 

is to help growing disciples 
experience the ultimate God in 
cultural forms that keep them 
centered on Christ. This will 
be addressed in part two of this 
article (in a future issue of this 
journal). 

WHERE NO RITUAL 
ExISTS
“Excluded middle” issues are those 
intimate areas of life where the 
spirit world affects the material 
world. These intimate issues are 
often overlooked in the Church; 
hence, people are forced to go to 
other sources for help. rituals 
can address these important 
discipleship issues, as described 
by a simple example with an oral 
learner below:

A cloud of  burning sage smoke 
settles in the room as he gently 
brushes the smoke across his 
body with his fingers, gathered 
together like a feather. He closes 
his eyes. The distinct sweet 
aroma opens his senses to a 
host of  memories and emotions. 
In his First Nations’ culture, 
sage symbolizes the cleansing 
of  sacred spaces. Like every 
other morning and evening, 
today this growing disciple of  
Jesus “bathes” himself  with 
sage smoke in order to help 
him overcome his addiction to 



Rituals are 
used to 
maintain 
continuity 
amidst the 
transitions 
of life.

rituals help people to clarify their 
experiences and allows space for 
them to talk about their feelings 
and learn coping strategies. They 
also come to appreciate anew the 
community of faith, which bonds 
them more deeply to the rituals. 

at the same time, they are 
ready to bond afresh to 
their faith that will sustain 
them. These are important 
discipleship opportunities 
that are often overlooked 
in print-based discipleship 
programs. Yet these 
intimate issues are crucial 
for discipleship, as the 

following illustrates for a teenage 
oral learner:

With tears streaming down his 
cheeks, the 17-year-old boy 
patiently awaits his turn in 
line. Normally, a self-composed 
and even keel type of  guy, this 
“football player”-type is not 
prone to public displays of  
emotion. Now, he is openly 
expressing his emotions amidst 
sixty other teenagers. As he 
approaches the camp leaders, 
they anoint his forehead with 
oil, lay hands on him, and pray 
over him. The oil drips down 
his forehead and onto his nose, 
eventually finding a resting 
place near his lips, drawing 
out his sense of  touch, smell, 
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pornography. He has tried other 
self-help methods before, but he 
has found that God gives him 
strength through this simple 
ritual using the sage symbol. 

While intimate issues like 
this may sound trivial 
to some, these may be 
the very concerns that 
people need to address 
in order to progress in 
their discipleship. In the 
centered set21  approach to 
discipleship, discipleship 
must address whatever 
issues may push the 
growing disciple away from 
remaining focused on Christ. 
These important discipleship 
issues vary from person to person 
and vary throughout a person’s 
lifetime.

RITUALS MAINTAIN 
CONTINUITY AMIDST 
TRANSITION
Particularly during various times of 
crisis or transition, disciples need 
to be reminded that the ultimate 
God cares about their intimate 
needs. during these times, they feel 
frail and vulnerable. They want to 
experience God’s presence amidst 
their own confusion or doubts. 
rituals are used to maintain 
continuity amidst the transitions 
of life.22  



and taste along the way. “As 
I was anointed a cross on my 
forehead, I felt God’s presence 
very strongly upon me,” he 
explains.

This anointing ritual, during 
a week-long Christian camp, 
becomes an important 
discipleship experience to move 
youth from one level of  faith 
to another. Over two months 
later, Josh candidly recalls the 
experience: “Coming into the 
camp, my spiritual walk with 
Christ was good but I felt I 
still lacked what I needed to 
have to become a stronger 
Christian and a leader figure 
for the campers who attended. 
I had been used to cutting 
people down to gain favor in 
other peoples’ eyes when I really 
needed favor in only God’s eyes. 
There at camp, I learned how to 
stick up for younger kids who 
I knew weren’t too popular in 
other kids’ eyes . . . All week 
we were talking about how 
the Holy Spirit works and how 
powerful it is . . . Through this 
Lake Poinsett camp, it gave me 
another look of  what the Holy 
Spirit is capable of  doing . . . To 
wrap it all up, I would say my 
spiritual walk with Christ has 
elevated during this last summer 
and I’m more eager than ever to 

walk in my Lord God’s footsteps 
to help me make good choices 
that will glorify him.”

The week-long camp with ensuing 
ritual that Josh experienced 
followed the three-stage ritual 
process structure. This resulted in 
a powerful discipleship experience. 
While Josh will still have other 
barriers to overcome along the 
way, the ritual process elevates his 
spiritual walk during the teenage 
transitional years. 

ANTICIPATING NEED FOR 
RITUALS
It is not hard to anticipate some of 
the major transitions in the human 
life cycle. Tapping into an oral 
discipleship approach, Kingsland 
Baptist Church23 in Katy, Texas, 
recently identified seven life stages 
they call “milestones”. during each 
stage, they identify the specific 
teaching that is needed to help 
parents in the discipleship of their 
children. Each of the milestones 
culminates in a ritual at the church 
or home, including a mixture of 
symbols, vows, and actions. 

The goal of this approach is for 
the church to equip parents in 
the discipleship of their children 
from birth to adulthood. These 
preventative rituals in children are 
meant to ward off future problems 
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in adulthood. The seven milestones 
they identified are:

1. Birth of a baby
2. Faith commitment
3. Preparing for adolescence
4. Commitment to purity
5. Passage to adulthood
6. High school graduation
7. Life in Christ

The ritual process is ideally suited 
for these times of transition. When 
society does not provide ritual for 
these transitions, rituals can be 
created to help the growing disciple 
maintain his or her focus on Christ. 
Oral cultures often focus on the 
passage to adulthood. Young boys/
girls want to know when they have 
become young men/women. If 
society does not provide this ritual 
passage, then youth tend to make 
their own markers. Unfortunately, 
these markers are often destructive, 
involving a vehicle, substance, or 
sexual encounter. 

The church and family can 
recognize this as a discipleship 
opportunity. Creating a ritual that 
is uniquely suited to the young boy/
girl, the ritual process will include 
the stages of separation, transition, 
and reincorporation. Symbols are 
used to speak during and after 
the ritual so that the youth and 
community recognize that the 

young boy/girl has now become a 
young man/women.24 

RITUALS FOR UNExPECTED
TRANSITIONS
Other transitions are also important 
discipleship opportunities. rituals 
can be developed for events such as 
becoming pregnant, moving to a new 
home/job, or going to the hospital. 
any issue that attempts to move 
the growing disciple from keeping a 
Christ-centered life is an important 
discipleship opportunity. If the issue 
is not addressed, then the person’s 
discipleship can get stunted, as the 
following story describes:

Rebecca, a seminary student, 
had a rough week. She was 
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selected for jury duty. The case 
that she had to try dealt with 
a tragic death of  a baby. For 
hours that turned to days, she 
had to sit through the grueling 
details of  this horrendous case. 
By the end of  the trial, she 
was depressed and confused. 
Her faith was challenged with 
questions like, “How can God 
let a young baby die so cruelly? 
What if  the decision of  our jury 
was wrong? Why do I feel so 
weighed down?”

Noticing that she was not her 
usual sparky self, her friends 
gathered around her. As she 
described her feelings, the 
other seminary students quickly 
noticed that this intimate issue 
was not usually addressed in 
the church or seminary classes. 
Yet these were nitty-gritty 
concerns that might dull her 
faith and calling by God, if  not 
addressed. Times of  tension or 
transition are the fertile soil for 
rituals. Here is the ritual they 
constructed.

Rebecca and her friends 
went down to the river with 
a backpack. As Rebecca 
spoke aloud her questions 
and feelings, she was asked 
to put a rock in the backpack 
for each one. Fun at first, this 

quickly turned into a heavy 
load. Increasingly, she could 
feel the pain on her back as 
each rock was piled into the 
backpack. Eventually, she ran 
out of  questions and concerns, 
symbolized by the rocks 
filling the backpack. After 
giving encouraging words and 
scripture, her friends asked 
her to go on top of  the bridge 
and visualize the backpack full 
of  her concerns, feelings, and 
questions. Then, when she was 
ready, she should throw the 
pack over the railing into the 
roaring river below. 

WHOOOOSH! The backpack 
plummeted twenty feet, 
suddenly splashing into the 
water with water spraying in all 
directions. Quickly, the waters 
surrounded it, as the pack 
disappeared below the surface . 
. . never to be seen again. 

Standing on the bridge, her 
friends prayed over her and 
accompanied her back to the 
dorm. Later that night, Rebecca 
felt released from the emotional 
toll. With the aid of  her faith 
community, using a simple 
symbol in a simple ritual, she 
felt reassured of  God’s presence. 
Once again, she was focused on 
God’s call for her life.
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during a two-week intensive class 
that I have taught over the last seven 
years, I have observed students 
develop Christian rituals for the 
following important discipleship 
events. (Note the intimate nature 
of many of these events, yet they 
rarely get discussed or addressed 
in any print-based discipleship 
program.)  
  1. a teenager preparing to 

obtain a driver’s license
  2. Transitioning youth to 

college
  3. Leaving a promiscuous 

lifestyle
  4. Unwed mothers entering a 

church
  5. Children of divorce as they 

create a blended family 
  6. adults transitioning through 

a divorce
  7. adults working through 

childhood sexual abuse 
  8. Women leaving the sex trade
  9. a family adopting a child
10. dealing with the death of a 

child
11. reunification and 

reintegration of military 
spouses who return home

12. Third culture kids (e.g., 
missionary children) 
returning “home”

13. Welcoming international 
students to a U.S. seminary

14. Welcoming a refugee family 
to a church and community 

during each ritual, symbols 
were carefully selected with a 
ritual specialist to guide the 
participants through the three-
stage ritual process. Sacred space 
and sacred time was created as they 
drew upon the biblical stories to 
address their intimate issues. at 
the end of the two-week course, 
participants enacted the rituals. 
Several students communicated 
with me later that they followed 
up on these rituals with dramatic 
results. The end result was that the 
disciples experienced the presence 
of the ultimate God once again 
such that they maintain a Christ-
centered life amidst the intimate 
transitions of life. 

GETTING STUCk
When people do not successfully 
move through the transitions of life, 
they can get stuck in a rut. Their 
spirituality can become weak and in 
need of revitalization. The Walk to 
Emmaus25 and Chrysallis weekend 
events utilize the ritual process to help 
disciples renew their faith. 

Participants are taken away from 
their home area for a retreat to mark 
the separation stage of the ritual 
process. Liminality is heightened 
during the transition stage by the 
removal of clocks/schedules, and 
the addition of “surprises” along 
the way. The weekend ends with 
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a reincorporation event. When 
they return home, however, this 
ritual process has renewed the 
participants to a higher level of 
faith commitment. Comments 
from participants26 included, 
• “I discovered . . . I had my 

priorities out of order and I 
became a deeply committed 
Christian by the time the 
weekend was over.” 

• “It really refreshed my 
spirituality. I felt I was recharged, 
refreshed, and revitalized.”

•  [I made] “a recommitment to 
not be a passive Christian but 
to be an active Christian in my 
church and in my community.”

The ritual process helped each 
disciple gain a Christ-centered 
focus for his or her life. When no 
rituals exist, rituals are constructed 
to engage intimate issues in culture 
with the Bible amidst the faith 
community. In the U.S., rituals 
may need to be constructed since 
“contemporary society is typified 
by a poverty of vibrant rituals—
ceremonies that are connected 
to the deeper realms of human 
existence, the realms traditionally 
touched by mythology,” resulting 
in a “bankruptcy of meaningful 
ritual in american homes.”27  

disciplers of oral learners draw 
upon the experience of the early 
Church and other cultures to 

create meaningful rituals that help 
disciples experience Christianity 
in culture. 

CONSTRUCTING RITUALS
To construct meaningful rituals 
for discipleship of oral learners, 
consider the following steps.

First, identify an “excluded middle” 
issue that the disciple needs to 
address. This implies that there 
is a trusting relationship between 
the disciple and discipler. It also 
means that the discipler must listen 
to the disciples’ heart issues. When 
the disciple is not able to clearly 
articulate his or her need, it may 
help to ask, “Can you give me a 
metaphor that describes how you 
feel?” The person may respond, “I 
feel like the house is on fire and no 
one is doing anything,” or “I feel like 
a hamster on a wheel. I am running 
hard but not making any progress.” 

Metaphors can open up discussion 
and help the person identify the 
discipleship issues. In addition, 
these same metaphors are useful 
as the discipler later thinks through 
what symbols to use for the ritual.

as the disciple describes the need, 
try to identify the possible root 
causes of  the concern. This may 
take time, but it is important to 
address the underlying issues. Femi, 
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a Nigerian, shared this story28 with 
me that helps explain the importance 
of identifying the root issues. 

“There was a lady in Nigeria 
who was sick,” he starts. 
“She went from hospital to 
hospital but they could not 
heal her. Finally, she came 
to our church. We laid hands 
on her and started to pray.” I 
am getting excited now. The 
Nigerian church is dealing 
with excluded middle issues 
like this one. I expect this story 
to end with an instantaneous 
miracle—the ending that he 
shares surprises me. 

Femi continues, “When we 
laid hands on her to pray, God 
spoke to the church leader, ‘Ask 
if  she wants to be healed.’ She 
responded, ‘No.’ Upon further 
questioning, the sick lady 
explained, ‘When I am well, 
my husband does not pay any 
attention to me. When I am sick, 
he comes to me and has time 
with me. That is why I do not 
want to be healed.’”

Femi concludes, “God being so 
good, we counseled with the 
husband and he promised to 
take good care of  his wife if  
she got healed. God then healed 
her and she is now fine. It is true; 

we need to take time to consider 
the roots.”

It is important to consider what 
function you want the ritual to 
serve. Is this a status elevation 
ritual, such as the adolescent rite 
of passage? Is this an intensification 
ritual, such as a summer camp? It 
helps to identify what you would 
like to happen in the life of the 
disciple as a result of the ritual. 

T.F. driver29 reminds us, “a ritual is 
a ‘transformance’— a performance 
designed to change a situation.” 
Focus on the power of the ritual 
to be used by God to weaken 
the grip of oppressive powers/
habits, empower the disciple 
with new strength/hope, and this 
will transform individuals and 
communities.

Second, identify primary roots 
to address. Out of  all of  the 
root issues you identified, try to 
identify the main one that needs 
to be addressed by this ritual. The 
discipler is sorting out truth from 
perception at this stage. relevant 
biblical themes and stories serve 
as a plumb line to guide the 
truth-revealing process. resist 
the tendency to drift toward two 
extremes: uncritically accepting 
everything as truth or critically 
rejecting everything that is said.
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Third, evaluate individual 
roots. Scripture, not individual 
preference, evaluates each of the 
root issues. Consider:

• Does scripture affirm the 
underlying issue? The ritual will 
then be created to intensify their 
faith.

• Does scripture modify the 
underlying issue? The ritual will 
be created to alter or modify 
their behavior or thinking. 

• Does scripture reject the 
underlying issue? The ritual 
will be created to denounce or 
break from sinful habits that 
are preventing the disciple from 
living a Christ-centered life. 

• Who else is affected by this root 
issue and how? In constructing 
the ritual, you may include these 
stakeholders.

• What will happen if  we ignore 
this need? This may promote 
a sense of urgency, giving the 
disciple needed energy and 
desire for the change.

• What functional substitutes 
could be used? If something is 
to be removed during the ritual, 
what could replace this? 

Fourth, carefully choose symbols 
that speak uniquely to the person 
and the context. Taking the effort to 
consider which symbols work most 
effectively for a particular person 

dignifies that person. Zahniser30  
called this the “dignity of effort.” 
Participants in a ritual feel valued 
and important by the effort you 
exert to choose the best symbols 
for a well-constructed ritual. Start 
by considering:

• What meaning and feeling do you 
want to communicate? How can 
the ritual be constructed so that 
the desire is stirred to reinforce 
the spiritual significance that you 
want to convey? What symbols 
will aid in connecting both the 
senses and ideology? The more 
you know the participants in 
the ritual, the more carefully 
the symbols can be selected 
to connect deep emotions and 
commitment to the ideology 
being expressed. 

• What familiar symbols in the 
culture communicate various 
meanings? Since symbols 
are multi-vocal, carefully-
selected symbols can speak 
to participants based on their 
varying concerns and needs. 
Cultural outsiders cannot 
select these symbols alone; 
rather, it requires collaboration 
with local insiders to hear the 
insiders’ perspective.

• Try to use more than one symbol 
in the ritual. an abundance 
of symbols that all speak the 
same meaning drives home the 
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central message in an impactful 
and memorable way. Memory 
is key in oral cultures since 
learning is directly connected 
to memory.31 Unifying various 
symbols through a common 
thread of  meaning makes 
the ritual a more memorable 
learning experience. 

• A special gift may be offered. This 
gift is something that is carefully 
selected to help the disciple as 
they re-enter society (e.g., For 
the adolescent rite of passage, I 
gave my sons a Swiss army knife. 
I explained, “This knife can be 
used for great harm or great good. 
I now trust you to use this knife 
for good. You are also getting 
stronger and your body can be 
used for great harm or great good. 
I am trusting you to use your body 
to help others, and make sure that 
girls never feel threatened by 
your presence.”). Following 
the ritual, the gift becomes a 
steady reminder to trigger their 
memories and commitments 
made during the ritual.

Fifth, select the biblical themes and 
stories that you want to emphasize 
in the ritual. These will help to 
reshape the “operating system” to 
transform the disciples’ worldview. 

Sixth, carefully select the ritual 
specialist. This is someone trusted 

and respected by the individual and 
the group. While the liminal stage 
appears chaotic and out of control 
to the disciple, the ritual specialist 
is calmly in control, guiding the 
process smoothly. 

Seventh, create sacred space and 
sacred time. This means taking the 
effort to prepare a special location 
to conduct the ritual. an ideal place 
is one that is removed from the 
everyday flow of life. There should 
be no rush for time. The ritual will 
only finish when the intended result 
is achieved; therefore, the clock 
will not be used to determine the 
ending point. 

FINALLY, INCORPORATE 
THE THREE STAGES OF 
THE RITUAL PROCESS 
• Separation: Physically remove 

the disciple from his or her 
daily responsibilities. a definite 
“break” can also be symbolic by 
using special clothing, shaving 
the head, having a formal send 
off party, etc. 

• Transition: Enhance liminality 
so that the person does not know 
what is occurring next. You can 
increase liminality by removing 
watches, cell phones, schedules, 
and ordinary conveniences. 
Some struggle, challenge, or 
confusion is helpful. The ritual 
specialist is careful to make 



sure that no one gets hurt. T.F. 
driver32  provides the following 
advice for this stage:

o “active participants should 
outnumber passive ones.”

o “art is play done workfully, 
but ritual is work done 
playfully.” Be creative and 
integrate playfulness with 
solemnity.

o “Christian ritual is liminal and 
authentic when the people 
of God receive the spirit 
of God into their midst.” 
Whereas magic attempts to 
manipulate the spirit powers 
to do what they would not do 
otherwise, faith invites God 
to do what He already wants 
to do. The inviting of God’s 
presence may be symbolically 
communicated (e.g., lighting 
a candle).

o “To be boring is to bear 
false witness . . . The ritual 
becomes less like a scripted 
drama and more like a well-
hosted party.” 

o “ritual loves not paper.” 
discard written bulletins 
and speeches in favor 
of  participatory events, 
symbols, and creative 
playfulness using generous 
amounts of oral literature.

o “In ritual, words shift from 
being mainly descriptive 

or informative to become, 
in one degree or another, 
carriers of  transforming 
power.” Choose carefully the 
few words that are spoken. 
These words are meant to be 
gifts to help the disciple as 
they re-enter society. While 
an overabundance of words 
“wearies the audience and 
diffuses its attention,”33  the 
few carefully chosen words 
or phrases can last a lifetime. 

• Reincorporation: The disciple 
needs to re-enter society again, 
but at a different level. This is 
important both for the individual 
and the larger faith community and 
family. Often, the reincorporation 
is marked by a special meal with 
family and friends.  

CONCLUSION
This article demonstrated the use 
of rituals for discipleship in oral 
cultures. While often overlooked by 
mono-cultural disciplers from print 
cultures, cross-cultural disciplers 
recognize the value of rituals to 
transform worldviews. Learning 
from other religions and from 
the practice of the early Church, 
the three-stage ritual process 
structure can also be applied to 
contemporary discipleship of oral 
learners. When no cultural ritual 
exists, disciplers can create new 
rituals to help disciples maintain 
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When no cultural 
ritual exists, 
disciplers can 
create new 
rituals to help 
disciples maintain 
continuity through 
life’s transitions.

where existing rituals may exist 
in oral cultures but 
have not originated 
from a Christian 
worldview. Instead of 
simply rejection or 
acceptance, several 
indigenous rituals 
will be explored to 
demonstrate the 
contextualization of 
existing rituals for the 

discipleship of oral learners.

continuity through life’s transitions. 
Both anticipated and 
unexpected “excluded 
middle” can be 
addressed by well-
designed rituals so 
that disciples do not 
get “stuck” in their 
faith. 

In a future of  this 
journal I will continue 
this discussion by addressing cases 
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