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Orality and the Arts in the Early Church 

The multi-faceted nature of communication, specifically orality, 
continues to surprise and delight us. One specific area inviting further 

exploration is that of the relationship between orality and the arts in the 
growth of the Early Church. 

For many coming from cultures heavily influenced by print-based 
communication paradigms, consideration of  orality and the arts 
among the Early Church feels counter-intuitive.1 Often in light of  the 
Reformation and the subsequent Evangelical emphasis on the sacred 
text of  scripture, it becomes easy to project a printed mindset back 
onto previous generations’ experience with God’s word. This mentality 
ends up reflecting, usually unintentionally, a form of  communication 
snobbery. But for us to better understand the relationship of orality, the 
arts and contemporary mission praxis, we need to better understand 
that orality and artistic expression—specifically creative elements 
like oral performance—would have been central to the Early Church’s 
communication practice.2  

For example an argument can be made that many of  the New Testament 
writings were either transcripts collected from oral performances or 
they were composed orally through dictation and then written down 
but for the purpose of  being orally performed.3 Therefore most of 
the Early Church (some argue as much as 95 percent) experienced 
the scriptures not by reading but through oral performance.4 Is oral 
performance exactly what Paul had in mind when he recommended 
that the churches of  Colosse and Laodicea were to “read” each other’s 
letters “in the church”?5 These “readings” would have been both 
an oral and an artistic communication experience involving a text 
but also a performer, the audience, and a shared communal space. 
Therefore while more needs to be investigated, our own interest in 
the interrelationships between oral, artistic, and textual discourse 
seems to have clear biblical precedent. 



In the Spring 2016 edition of  the Orality Journal, volume one in a 
two-part series on Orality and the Arts, we focused our attention 
on exploring the power of  artistic expression for capturing and 
transforming people’s lives. This first volume sought to demonstrate 
how twenty-first century Christians are allowing the arts, whether 
henna, dance, or visual art to “orally” speak, visualizing what 
are so often invisible spiritual realities. We saw that culturally 
adapted artistic expressions, many oral in nature, are creating liminal 
spaces—spiritual thresholds, through which people can encounter 
new understandings of  salvation and restoration available through 
Jesus Christ. 

While having established the power of  the arts for transformation in 
volume one, the reality remains that many practitioners today need 
equipping for contemporary communication challenges. How does one 
integrate the arts, a strong commitment to the biblical text, worship of 
the Triune God and contextual mission praxis among oral-preferenced 
communicators? This Autumn 2016 edition of  the Orality Journal 
provides a continuation of  volume one, seeking to address this broader 
practical question from a variety of  different perspectives. 

The International Orality Network (ION) deeply appreciates the 
hard work of  International Council for Ethnodoxologists (ICE) in 
their bringing together yet again a tremendous cache of  resources, 
this time for equipping people for adopting and adapting the arts into 
their own ministry contexts. Like many first-century audiences, ICE 
recognizes many people today still prefer oral methodologies, even if 
they have been impacted by print. Communication practices like silent 
encounters with the biblical text or mono-tonal readings are limited in 
ways that can impact today’s audiences. Therefore for those who are 
only tentatively experimenting with the arts for the first time or for 
those who are fully convinced of  their transformative impact, these 
articles provide catalytic ideas as well as the practical nuts and bolts 
for equipping those interested in incorporating artistic expression into 
their own oral communication practices. 

From its origins, Christianity has seen orality and the arts as integral 
for communication. Like the Early Church, we desire that people from 
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every tribe, tongue, people and nation will be able to hear, receive, 
believe and obey the good news of  Jesus Christ. 

May the Holy Spirit give us creativity and courage as we seek to 
follow the early Christians’ example in communicating Jesus Christ 
in today’s world. 



1David Rhoads, “Performance Criticism: An Emerging Methodology in Second 
Testament Studies--Part I,” Biblical Theology Bulletin: A Journal of  Bible and 
Theology 36, no. 3 (2006): 118–34; David Rhoads, “Performance Criticism: An 
Emerging Methodology in Second Testament Studies--Part II,” Biblical Theology 
Bulletin: A Journal of  Bible and Theology 36, no. 4 (2006): 164–84.

2For another helpful introduction to communication practices in first-century 
Christianity, see P.J.J. Botha, Orality and Literacy in Early Christianity, Biblical 
Performance Criticism (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2012).

3Carol Harrison, The Art of  Listening in the Early Church (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 1.

4Rhoads, “Performance Criticism: An Emerging Methodology in Second Testament 
Studies--Part I,” 118.

5Colossians 4:16
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Note from Guest Editors
Katie Hoogerheide and James R. Krabill

Katie Hoogerheide serves as associate director of  the Center for Excellence in 
World Arts in Dallas, Texas. The overseas experiences particularly influencing 
her work include time spent living, working, and traveling in Europe, the 
Middle East, and South Africa. In addition, she draws from work and 
graduate studies in organ performance, ethnoarts, linguistics, and pedagogy. 
A member of  the International Council of  Ethnodoxologists, she also works 
as associate editor for the Global Forum on Arts and Christian Faith.

James R. Krabill served from 1978–1996 as a Mennonite mission worker 
teaching Bible and church history in oral culture settings among African-
initiated churches in West Africa. Currently serving as Senior Executive 
for Global Ministries with the Mennonite Mission Network, Krabill 
has authored or edited various works, including Music in the Life of the 
African Church (with Roberta King and others, 2008) and Worship and 
Mission for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook (2013).  

And the things you have heard me say in the 
presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable 

people who will also be qualified to teach others. 
2 Tim. 2:2 NIV

esilience! All of us who invest energy into people or projects like to 
see our work prosper. We love to see individuals, communities, and 

initiatives grow in strength and in their ability to weather times of hardship. 
When the cause involves the Kingdom of God, our hearts burn even hotter 
with the desire to see the gospel message not just firmly rooted, but also 
thriving within cultures around the world.

How can we encourage such resilience in the communities we serve? How 
can we support others in pursuing peace, justice, and God himself? The 
International Council of Ethnodoxologists (ICE) once again joins with 
the International Orality Network (ION) in seeking wisdom on these 
and similar questions. Earlier this year, ICE guest edited a first volume 
on arts and orality for the Orality Journal, where we explored just how 
significantly the arts impact communication.1 In this second volume, we 
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pursue questions of longevity and durability by sharing current practices 
in equipping people to invigorate their ministries with the arts.

Drawing from her research on an oral storytelling genre, Robin Harris 
proposes two keys for promoting resilience in arts traditions: (1) ongoing 
innovation and (2) provision for transmission.2 In other words, two of 
our top priorities include encouraging the creation of local arts and 
empowering others to carry out and pass on best practices for engaging 
the arts in ministry. The articles in this volume specifically highlight both 
of these intentions.

Whether you seek equipping for ministry for yourself  or for others, 
we trust you will find a wealth of  inspiration, ideas, and resources 
within these pages. Accompany Cornelius as he prepares artists for 
an oral arts festival in India (Bowman, “Celebrating the Word”). 
Get your creative juices flowing with practical ideas for integrating 
storytelling, songs, paintings, sculptures, drama, and other visuals 
into preaching (Scheuermann). Find out how participating in “Arts 
for a Better Future” can energize your ministry, no matter what your 
involvement with the arts (Schrag). Listen to Jeremias’ story and learn 
how he uses the arts to support the church in Guinea-Bissau (Sanha 
& Bauson). Join in a rich exploration of  the mentoring relationship 
(Hall-Heimbecker).

Effective equipping for ministry involves a wide variety of facets. Logan 
and Hall-Heimbecker emphasize RELATING to those with whom we 
work, and, most importantly, to the One who gives us the strength 
and grace to invest in the Kingdom in the first place. We placed these 
articles first because establishing respectful and mutual relationships is 
the starting point for any work we do. In a similar vein, Rajendran & 
Harris, Sanha & Bauson, and Goffe & Harris highlight the importance 
of DIALOGUING, which includes listening to the stories, thoughts, 
and dreams of others. Schrag, Hollingsworth & Negrão, and Saurman 
present helpful tools and tips in the articles on TRAINING. Neeley, 
Scheuermann, and Rowe provide suggestions for INTEGRATING the arts 
into the fabric of community life. Reggy, Stahl, and both of Bowman’s 
articles share on-the-ground accounts of IMPLEMENTING the arts in 
orality ministries—equipping in action.
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Cross-cultural work often comes fraught with tensions surrounding 
respect, perceived authority, control, power, and colonialism. Some 
months ago, a woman from a non-majority country expressed to us 
her frustration that the missionaries “first told us that we couldn’t 
use our arts, and now they tell us we should.” What a reproof! Logan 
provides a much-needed balance to this hegemonic posture with her 
thoughts on the art of  silence. We are also glad to include a wide 
range of  global voices in this volume. Our authors were born on five 
of  the six populated continents, and they have also worked on five of 
the six. In addition to these direct voices, Stahl brings us a wealth of 
reported perspectives from an increasingly influential group of  women 
in South Asia.

Read these contributions, study their main points, learn from new 
perspectives. Perhaps your next workshop could benefit from Hollingsworth 
& Negrão’s highly practical set of considerations for organization. Perhaps 
Rowe’s suggestions for creatively sharing scripture will infuse your next 
worship service with new life. Reggy’s account may inspire you to enrich 
scripture memory in your own context with the arts. Neeley’s ideas may 
increase your confidence in commissioning new artistic works. Saurman’s 
worship wheel may enhance your future discussions with others on the 
breadth of applications of their local arts in worship. Perhaps you never 
thought of the concept of “bringing our real selves” into worship (Goffe & 
Harris) or considered learning how to use the arts to help people recover 
from trauma (Rajendran & Harris).

Whatever your situation, we pray this volume will increase resilience 
in your ministry by sparking creativity (innovation) and by providing 
resources for engaging the arts with others (transmission). As in our first 
volume, we encourage you to maximize the influence of the people within 
the community you serve, whether that community represents your own 
culture or another. We repeat here the closing section of Bowman’s article 
(“Scripture Alive”), a paragraph that we believe encapsulates the collective 
desire of both ICE and ION:

I believe our greatest challenge is not how to train and equip, but 
to believe. We must recognize with complete and unwavering faith 
that those with whom we work in the field are more than capable of 
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doing anything they set their minds to. When they are inspired and 
fulfilled by their own God-given, culturally relevant talents, they will 
take that same vision to their peers, and this momentous progress 
toward indigenous, creative worship in the worldwide church will 
be unstoppable.

1View this first volume at orality.net/library/journals/volume-5-number-1/.

2Read more about Harris’ research and ideas on resilience in her book about 
the death and rebirth of the Siberian oral epic tradition, olonkho (University of 
Illinois Press, forthcoming).

http://orality.net/library/journals/volume-5-number-1/
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The Art of  Silence—A Posture for Respectful 
Relationships
Erica Logan1 
Erica Logan is a coach and workshop facilitator for Heart Sounds 
International (OM Arts International), helping ignite culturally relevant and 
biblically appropriate worship, especially in places where Christ-followers 
are restricted, persecuted, or unknown. A member of  the International 
Council of  Ethnodoxologists, Erica coordinates the ethnomusicology 
program at Oral Roberts University and serves as an arts consultant to 
various organizations.

We were told there was no 
music in their culture. They 

would turn away from us and 
stare at the wall when we spoke. 
We had only one week with this 
small group of first-generation 
Christians in the remote Peruvian 
forest. These were the most binding 
limitations we had ever faced. How 
could we see authentic indigenous 
worship music birthed under such 
extreme circumstances?

We can have our manuals in hand and 
our teaching outlines ready, yet the 
comfort of a controlled environment 
is rarely found in the cross-cultural 
experience. Add unfamiliar arts 
and music into the mix, and we are 
left feeling uncertain and lacking 
in expertise. Why do arts in cross-
cultural ministry feel so complicated? 
Our cultural lens can create within 
us unrealistic expectations. In my 
culture, musicians are expected 
to know the music systems and 

how to manipulate them. Leaders 
are expected to know the answers 
and provide them at a moment’s 
notice. As a result, it becomes quite 
uncomfortable for me when I don’t 
know the next best step. Having 
a musical or artistic background 
certainly helps, and the training 
available to us today is foundational 
to healthy arts ministry. Now, here 
is another tool for our tool belt: one 
of the most important ingredients to 
successful indigenous creativity is the 
art of  silence.

The question I’m most often asked 
is, “What should I do when this 
or that happens?” Oh, how we 
want a “to do” list! The answer 
is much simpler: be silent. It feels 
counterintuitive, but the art of 
silence produces the most authentic 
outcomes. Your silence will create 
space for others to create. Music, 
dance, and art will spring forth 
naturally if you lean heavily into 



koinonia, the biblical concept 
of  co-participants communing 
in unity through Christ. When 
practicing koinonia, music and arts 
become catalysts for a much larger 
purpose: the coming together of 
the Bride in the Kingdom of God.

As you try out various arts and 
orality techniques, here is a list 
of silent things to do when you 
don’t know what to do. It is not a 
complete list. It does not replace 
the expert training and resources 
available to you. Rather, it is meant to 
supplement and can always provide 
an emergency plan when you are 
caught in a moment of uncertainty. 
I recommend you tape some version 
of this list inside your notebook as 
a quick reference. As you practice 
these protocols, you will find that 
the art of silence is more of a 
position of the heart than 
an action of the hand. 

Three key phrases to 
remember are: embed 
PRAYER, embrace SPACE, 
and establish TRUST. 

Embed PRAYER
Why talk about prayer? 
Prayer is something we 
feel we already know, a 
tradition we already do, a 
protocol at the beginning 
of  all our meetings. 
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But music and arts are forms of 
communication meant to become 
living prayers. Prayer is a dynamic, 
ongoing conversation with God, 
a vital skill. Although our topic 
may be music and arts, we always 
have the opportunity to share with 
others how to tap into the lifeline 
of communication that we all so 
desperately need. 

A Few Tips on Prayer
• Exchange prayer requests and 

have them translated in both 
directions. We are working with 
people, not projects. Do not resort 
to praying only for those you are 
teaching. Invite them to pray for 
you. If you can exchange requests 
in advance, both parties are able 
to pray with knowledge and seek 
scriptures on behalf of the other. 
In person, you can pray for each 
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other with knowledge, sincerity, 
and intimacy. You’ve moved from 
“us and them” to “we.”

• Listen for clues. Prayer provides 
your first insight into people’s 
expectations. What are they hoping 
for? What are you hoping for? As 
you engage more intentionally 
in prayer, you will find yourself 
adjusting your own priorities and 
plans to care for others’ needs better.

• Model creativity with God by 
embedding prayer throughout 
the tasks of your event. When 
giving instructions to a group, even 
during specific creative tasks like 
songwriting, provide opportunities 
to pray in the beginning, middle, 
and end. This posture models a 
living conversation with God 
rather than a command and 
response relationship.

• Be slow to speak and quick to 
pray. When groups are problem 
solving, you might be asked for 
an answer. Direct the group to 
pray together for an answer, even 
if  you have a good idea. The 
creative transaction is between 
them and the Lord, and you can 
trust that he wants to speak to 
them. In my experience, the 
resulting idea is usually better. 
In the rare case when an idea is 
not born through scripture and 
prayer, you can certainly act as 
a catalyst to get them thinking. 
On the other hand, when you’re 

asked how to fix something and 
you don’t have a good idea, don’t 
rush in with blather. Stop and 
say, “I’m not sure. Let’s pray 
together.” Then, talk through 
ideas with one another.

The art of silence allows room for 
God to guide all of  you together. 
Embed prayer throughout the 
entire experience.

Embrace SPACE
Beyond the traditional definition of 
physical distance, space is also “the 
opportunity to assert or experience 
one's identity or needs freely.” To see 
local arts birthed in a community, 
you need to step back and embrace 
space. Freedom to express identity 
without anxiety breeds creativity. 
Creativity needs this kind of 
space. How do you facilitate silent 
opportunities for space, especially 
in the midst of  programmed events?

A Few Tips on Space
• Recognize that your indicators 

of success may be different. 
Answer the question, “I will feel 
satisfied with this event if... (fill in 
the blank: ten songs are written, 
an art piece is completed, I get 
through my teaching outline...).” 
Pay attention to your immediate 
responses! How you answer this 
question will subconsciously drive 
your decisions. Your answers are 
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most likely different from those 
of your compatriots. What are 
their perceptions of time, work, 
and play? What is most valuable 
to them in your current setting? 
What is their most urgent desire in 
that moment? Doing this exercise 
will help you discern between 
your personal needs and the 
community’s needs.

• Realign your default priority 
to relationship over program. 
If you are new to a culture, it is 
overwhelming to think that you 
must figure out all the answers. 
But relationship is transcultural. 
It is the best default when 
you don’t know what to do, 
regardless of context. The next 
few tips provide practical ideas 
for developing relationships.

• Pick up their instrument and 
smile. Time and again, I have seen 
walls come tumbling down simply 
through asking, “Can you show 
me how to play?” Putting yourself 
at the feet of others gives space 
for them to express their identity 
and see that they are valued. 
Whether it’s dance, craft, paint, 
or storytelling, do this, even if you 
only have a few minutes.

• Visit nearby homes and record 
their favorite songs, hear their 
favorite stories, see their favorite 
artifacts, watch their favorite 
dance steps. Pay attention to the 
responses of different generations 

to each art form. Then, debrief 
with local leaders. How do these 
pieces reflect the joys and hardships 
of  the communities they serve? 
How might some of  these beloved 
forms be used in new and God-
honoring ways? These visits can 
be done during unplanned times 
or unexpected delays.

• Share a spontaneous meal. In 
Myanmar, we were working with 
master musicians of another faith 
who were being paid to compose 
music for lyrics written by pastors. 
The days were long, hot, and 
tedious. Spontaneously, our host 
said, “We need some ice cream!” 
We piled into cars and drove to 
the nearest ice cream stand for a 
treat. The musicians transformed 
from serious men at work to 
laughing men at play—a side of 
them we had not previously seen. 
Ice cream runs became a nightly 
ritual—they would never have 
sat with a group of Christians 
in any other context. Those few 
moments of cold cream were 
worth far more than getting 
another song done. In the end, the 
musicians stayed later and later 
every night to make sure our team 
got what we were looking for, and 
we made sure they got ice cream.

Sometimes, the art of  silence 
includes embracing unexpected 
delays and allowing our plans to 
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shift toward experiences that create 
space for relationship and the 
freedom to be who we are, together.

Establish TRUST
Often, the cultural arts are part of a 
very personal identity that is not valued 
openly in public. We are asking people 
to put themselves in a vulnerable 
position as they try something new 
that may or may not be acceptable. 
We must respect this reality and 
empower their confidence by trusting 
their insights and decisions. 

A Few Tips on Trust
• Debrief with indigenous leadership 

daily. Although this is perhaps one 
of the hardest things to schedule, 
this contact time is one of the most 
important. What are they seeing 
that they like? What are their 
concerns? How do they think these 
concerns might best be addressed?

• If someone is bold enough to present 
you with an idea, run with it. It will 
probably not be what you would 
do, but don’t discount it for the sake 
of your plan. If the idea doesn’t 
work, engage with the person in 
problem solving, including prayer! 

Only after his or her idea has been 
tried might you gently present 
something you have in mind. Of 
course, you can give good wisdom 
along the way. Just recognize that if 
your idea is presented first, it will 
usually take precedence, since the 
person respects and honors your 
leadership. 

• Be alert to the conflict your silence 
can create. In some cases, I frustrate 
co-participants because they simply 
want me to tell them what to do. 
If this starts to happen, I will share 
a bit more. Often, they are trying 
to show me respect as a teacher. 
Sometimes, people are afraid they 
are giving the wrong answers. One 
leader was frustrated because he 
felt I had knowledge he desperately 
wanted, and I wouldn’t give it to 
him! I needed to respect him by not 
withholding information simply 
due to my ideals. 

• Teach with people, not at them. 
Provide resources as a response 
to their capable and intelligent 
minds, hearts, and spirits at 
work, not as a colonial idea of 
what is best without asking. 
Far too many Western-trained 
leaders fall prey to preaching 
an outline instead of engaging 
with people’s creativity, spiritual 
walk, leadership, and wisdom.

The art of  silence empowers 
people through relationships of 
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trust, honor, space, patience, and 
a stalwart unwillingness to take 
control. You cannot guarantee what 
the result will look like. You may 
even be disappointed, but it’s not 
yours to handle. It’s their journey 
with God, and he is fully able to 
compel worship from any heart.

Conclusion
Along with your training, I invite 
you to  pray, provide scripture for 
study, give space, trust others’ 
conclusions, and repeat. This is how 
we approached our limitations in 
Peru. Along with the techniques we 
knew for arts ministry, we prayed 
together with our Peruvian friends. A 
lot. When we shared scripture, we had 
them discuss and pray through the 
passages—without us, asking God to 
reveal to them what he had to say—
before giving our own commentary. 

We created space by asking them 
to teach us about their daily life, 
whether fishing, monkey hunting, 
grass weaving, or cooking. After 
three days of doing only these 
activities, it was hard not to get 
restless. We had so many ideas of 
how their cultural arts could embody 
the gospel! But we could never fully 
understand every dimension of their 
context, and there was no reason 

for them to trust us. So we practiced 
the art of silence. 

Then, unexpectedly, they stopped 
staring at the walls. They began 
laughing and joking, even playing 
pranks on us. Excitedly, they revealed 
to us that God was guiding them to 
share their faith with their communities 
through their own music, weaving, 
and storytelling. They proceeded to 
dance and sing a new worship song. 
But wait—they said they didn’t have 
music. Wrong. They did have music. 
They just didn’t show it to foreigners. 

They were a very private people, 
for good historical reasons. In that 
moment, their most urgent need 
was not the same as ours (to create 
worship songs). It was to experience 
freedom of identity. It was incredibly 
honoring to us when they were willing 
to share a piece of their private lives. 

We consciously decided that our 
only goal was to honor them, 
perhaps resulting in no songs at 
all. We silenced ourselves by not 
overpowering them with our own 
plans and creativity. In the end, 
through embedded prayer, embraced 
space, and established trust, a safe 
opportunity was created and their 
creative walk with God was born.

1Photos used with permission: first photo, from Tanzania, by Erica 
Logan; second photo, from Peru, by Brook Hale Photography.
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Sue Hall-Heimbecker1 

Sue Hall-Heimbecker, with Wycliffe Bible Translators and Pioneers 
International, lived and worked in rural and urban West Africa (Ghana, 
Senegal, and The Gambia) from 1996 to 2006. She loved the people, music, 
and big dresses. Now based in multi-cultural Calgary, Canada, Sue is a stay-
at-home mom and supports arts in mission through writing and seminars.

The Kingdom of God is not about one or two people “doing the 
stuff”—it’s about going for it in ministry with all we have, all the 
while seeking to pass on as much as we can to those we see beginning 
to flourish around us. And in turn, urging them to do the same with 
others they see being raised up. This is the economy of the Kingdom.2 

Mentoring sits at the heart of 
the values that belong to the 

Kingdom of God. Jesus mentored 
his disciples over several years of 
life-sharing intimacy. Paul urged 
his protégé Timothy to teach 
reliable people who would be 
able to pass on what they knew to 
others. Investing in the lives and 
ministries of other believers is an 
expression of the love of God in 
our hearts, whether these are local 
believers or cross-cultural workers. 
Surely, as people concerned with 
the increase of the glory of God 
through worship brought by all 
the nations, we can’t afford to 
ignore these patterns of training, 
encouraging, and envisioning which 
are suggested to us by scripture. 

This article draws on the 
experiences of  many mentors and 
learners in the field of  missionary 

arts to offer practical insights 
into the “whys” and “hows” of 
growing the next generation of 
ethnodoxologists. It comes at 
the questions from a Christian 
perspective, seeking to integrate 
our lives as whole people into our 
work in mission and ministry in 
the arts, and includes our concern 
for developing expatriate, 
cross-cultural, and own-culture 
worship catalysts.

Throughout these reflections, 
the term mentor will be used for 
the more experienced teacher, 
and learner for the one primarily 
learning, although it is clear 
that a mentoring relationship is 
reciprocal, with both participants 
bringing experience and input to the 
relationship. I am mostly assuming 
that both the mentor and the learner 
are Christians, although some 
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ideas could be used to help a non-
Christian artist grow in his or her 
gifts and depth of life with God.

What Is Mentoring?
Mentoring happens when one 
person makes himself/herself and 
her life experiences, and attitudes, 
knowledge, skills, and resources 
available to another for the purpose 
of  maximizing that person’s 
growth in his/her life setting, 
communicating not only task-
information but life skills, values 
and character. (Larrie Gardner)3 

Although mentoring is a 
contemporary buzz word, the 
concept of a more experienced 
person walking alongside a learner 
is an established one. This may be 
in a formal relationship, such as 
one with a supervisor within an 
organization, or it may flow more 
informally through a network of 
connections and communication. 
However it is structured, the 
foundation of  mentoring is 
character formation rather than 
just teaching knowledge or skills.

For missionary artists, skills and 
character development happen on 
a practical and everyday life level. 
This is God-initiated, and we model, 
teach, and discover together what 
God is doing. Effective ministry 
flows out of our being right with 

God and others. Mentors encourage 
learners in different activities, and 
then teach based on an actual event 
or experience. The aim is to focus 
on the way God has already gifted 
the person and to discover how 
that gifting fits into the Body of 
Christ rather than seeking to mold 
the learner to a predetermined 
form. Success is defined in terms 
of growth, learning, and character 
formation, rather than outward 
signs of success and productivity—
although the latter are much easier 
to measure!

Mentoring may appear to slow 
things down. We might say, “It is 
so much easier and much less time-
consuming to just do the job by 
myself.” But this perspective is short 
term, and neglects the Kingdom 
values of drawing alongside others 
for multiplication and discipleship. 
The mentoring relationship is 
essentially a mutual one—mentors 
benefit and grow in multiple ways 
as they invest in the life of learners, 
who in turn grow and mature to 
be ready to pass on what they have 
learned to the next generation.

Besides communicating particular 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes, 
the role of  a mentor includes 
guidance in planning future career 
paths and evaluating the strengths 
and weaknesses of the learner. Such 



Relating 2: Mentoring Artists     25

evaluation may be one of the most 
challenging areas for the mentor, 
but it is one of the most helpful 
things to enable future and long-
term growth.

What Aspects Should a 
Mentoring Relationship 
Include? 
I suggest the following as essential 
ingredients in a mentoring 
relationship:
• Caring for and listening to the 

learner in all areas of concern, 
not just work

• Sharing of self with learner at 
appropriate times and drawing 
on own experiences 

• Encouraging the learner
• Humility, including sharing of 

mistakes made
• Modeling, including task and 

vision, and demonstrating a 
balanced lifestyle

• Patience, for gaining a more 
complete understanding of 
the learner’s concerns and for 
being able to make appropriate 
suggestions or comments

• Ongoing interest and 
involvement with the learner 
after any formal relationship 
is ended4 

The mentoring model is built on 
authentic relationships, which 
require an investment of energy 
and time. With an open and honest 

relationship base, it is possible to 
notice teachable moments and 
reflect together about what God is 
doing. This in turn leads to learning 
how to respond to the learner. 
According to Larry Gardner, 
“An effective mentoring program 
is based on relationship, and 
relationship cannot be developed 
without personal interaction.”5 

What Are the Characteristics of  
a Mentor?
Below are some of  the 
characteristics of a good mentor. 
Even though none of us will meet 
these ideals completely, it is good to 
keep on moving towards them as we 
mature in our faith and ministry:6 

• Deep spiritual life flowing from 
a desire to please God and obey 
his word

• Humility
• Respect and kindness for other 

people
• Integrity and trustworthiness
• Moral purity
• Good ego strength—secure 

enough to be free from self-
preoccupation, give credit to 
others, and take responsibility 
for failure and bounce back

• Teachable, committed to 
perpetual learning and growth

• Analytical and reflective
• Visionary, honoring the past but 

not shackled to it or committed 
to copy it 



Who Should We Be Mentoring?
Along the way we are likely to be in 
mentoring relationships with both 
expatriate cross-cultural workers 
and local church members. Many 
of the things to think about are 
similar for both these groups. Below 
are people who might benefit:
1. Someone with an interest and/or 

training in arts and mission who 
can come to you for a short-
term visit (e.g., one to six weeks)

2. A student requiring an 
internship for part of a course 
with specific goals (Remember 
the importance of helping the 
student grow in faith as well as 
working along with the course 
requirements)

3. A long-term worker in arts and 
mission who needs some field 
experience first (This would 
be the longest internship, 
typically at least six months of 
interactions and conversations; 
some of these relationships can 
happen long distance if need be)

4. Someone interested in arts 
and worship, probably a local 
believer whom you can meet 
with regularly but informally 
over a long period of time

Local believers who may benefit 
from mentoring include church 
leaders, indigenous missionaries 
serving their own ethnic group or 
cross-culturally, worship leaders 

and musicians, those involved 
in media recordings, and others 
whom God brings with a vision 
for indigenous worship and music. 

Many mentoring relationships 
emerge out of  groups of 
participants at workshops, where 
individuals approach the staff 
members for follow up later on. 
There are also situations where 
workers have taken the initiative to 
invite an individual to a workshop/
teaching opportunity or to join him 
or her for a research trip in order 
to pursue mentoring goals with 
that individual. Several experienced 
mentors aim to always include a 
local co-worker as a learner or co-
leader in every workshop situation 
in order to maximize the number 
of people having input into and 
being exposed to God’s work in 
developing indigenous arts, since 
this vision should ideally be owned 
by the local church.

Such training and mentoring can 
also happen in a more formalized 
setting, such as a seminary program 
in a country where the mentor 
works with students sent from 
a college in another country for 
a learning experience. However, 
again it is often the practical 
aspects and skills that are most 
helpful to these educated people. 
The academic/practical balance has 
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proven to be very important, as 
many local believers report, “Oh, 
this is how it looks when you do it!”

What Do We Want to Share with 
Learners?
“We must recognize that mentoring, 
no matter how well motivated 
and skillful, will not always be 
successful. We cannot develop 
people; we can only facilitate 
development and offer help when 
they want it.”7 Praying that they 
will accept the help of God and 
others is the starting place! 

Although the lists below start with 
knowledge items, it is likely the 
attitudes list that is most important 
for a person desiring to serve God 
through the arts. A mentor will 
pray for God to help build these 
aspects into each learner, and will 
find creative ways to help him or 
her grow in each area. (Note: these 
lists are not complete, but they do 
provide some initial ideas.)

Knowledge:
• Field of  ethnoarts: scope of 

the field and specific areas of 
interest

• Biblical studies: including the 
place of arts and worship in 
the life of God’s people and the 
character of a disciple

• Applied ethnoarts: for 
missiology/church work

• Arts theory
• Analysis theory
• Regional studies: of arts and 

culture from the secular and 
religious literature 

• Religious studies: of non-Christian 
and non-evangelical faith 
traditions in the area of interest 

• Research tools: including key 
textual and Internet resources

• Appropriate technology: for 
recording and media production

• Language learning: for clear 
communication in the local area 
and the region

Skills:
• Planning and budgeting skills: for 

planning use of time and resources 
for projects and workshops 
alongside other responsibilities

• Relational skills: e.g., working 
with local teachers and sources, 
or affirming the contributions of 
all participants in a workshop 

• Research skills: how to do arts/
social research through reading 
others’ research and conducting 
original research

• Arts performance skills: beginning 
to learn how to perform a local 
instrument, dance, drama, poetry, 
or song style

• Facilitation skills: for aiding 
group discussion of local people

• Application and guidance skills: 
how to present options and 
guide local people in making 



artistic applications of research 
according to biblical standards

• Teaching skills: being able 
to teach and interpret what 
the Bible says about arts and 
worship in the most appropriate 
form and style for the context 
and the group

• Technology skills: how to 
record art forms—audio and 
video—and often how to edit 
and duplicate recordings in 
both formal and non-
studio settings

• D o c u m e n t a t i o n 
skills: how to write 
up a report and/
or article; how to 
document work with 
photos and video for 
a range of different 
audiences; how to 
archive recorded 
resources

• Life skills: balancing life and 
ministry in a healthy way

Attitudes:
• Appreciat ion:  va luing 

indigenous worship and 
Christian arts

• Growth: desire to continue 
to grow as a worshiper and a 
disciple

• Humility: in the face of other 
peoples’ cultures and art forms

• Partnership: where the 
contributions of  different 

specialists are valued (e.g., 
composers/writers, Bible 
students, technology masters, 
performers)

• Flexibility
• Willingness to learn: continually
• Openness: willing to work with 

a variety of Christian groups 
and churches, as well as non-
Christian contacts

• Understanding: of own role and 
contribution to make to the field

Mentoring Local Colleagues
Mentoring local colleagues must 
be a serious focus for missionary 
artists in terms of both multiplying 
themselves as the church grows and 
discipling believers whom God 
brings their way. In a sense, every 
interaction with a local believer 
informally or during a workshop 
is an opportunity to be intentional 
about mentoring them, envisioning 
them, and developing their 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
(see above). 
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However, there will be some who are 
more motivated, gifted, or available 
into whom we can invest more time 
and energy, in turn receiving from 
them insights into the practice of 
missionary arts in the local context 
that are hidden from outsiders. 
Such relationships will stretch 
workers in their abilities to relate 
well across cultures, since cultural 
distances between themselves and 
the environments in which they 
work are generally greater than 
those within missionary teams. 

Frank Robbins comments that 
“developing relationships for 
effective mentoring across such 
cultural differences involves a depth 
of cultural learning and being 
mentored on our part that is far 
beyond just training” in specific 
knowledge or skills.8  Mentors 
also need to be acutely aware of 
the power imbalances that exist 
in intercultural relationships and 
to act appropriately.

Cross-cultural Aspects
Cross-cultural aspects of arts in 
mission are important to teach and 
model with local learners as well 
as expatriate ones. Many national 
church workers are assigned or 
called to work outside their own 
ethnolinguistic area and may be 
lacking in training and cross-
cultural awareness. This can even 

be true for those working among 
their own people who have had 
Western models of church and 
ministry taught to them, or who 
have never had the opportunity to 
reflect in depth on their own culture 
and language. 

It is vital for the learner to go more 
deeply into the language and the 
culture with which they work. 
There are ways to equip them to 
think through aspects that they 
need to understand and access 
for a more effective ministry (e.g., 
by asking strategic questions or 
offering research tools). Mentors 
have worked with many who began 
to dig deeper into the culture and 
the language and had dramatic 
revelations about more effective 
and meaningful ways to present the 
word of God to both those inside 
and outside the church, including 
through the arts.

Mentoring and Encouraging
Mentoring is not just to help 
a person assess how they are 
doing in practical terms. The real 
foundational stuff is all about 
character. A good mentor helps 
you evaluate the state of your 
heart, and helps you move on to 
higher heart standards. They speak 
into areas that might otherwise go 
unchecked—not to condemn but 
to cultivate.9 



Prayer is a key feature of mentoring 
relationships. Encouraging a lonely 
believer in his or her passion for 
worship and raising up others 
to join him or her happens 
primarily through shared 
prayer. Often, we start to see 
a group of learners develop. It 
is exciting when an expatriate 
church worker has the original 
vision, but several local church 
leaders (e.g., a poet, composer, 
musician, etc.) then develop 
the vision together. In this 
type of situation, the mentor 
would work with the local team 
for follow up. Other times, mentors 
work with just one lone believer 
who has a passion and vision, and 
they pray together for ways to grow 
others towards this same passion. 
Artist mentors have seen a team of 
passionate worship-encouragers 
grow out of prayer.

Encouraging the learner in his or 
her walk with Christ is perhaps 
the most fundamental aspect of 
mentoring. Without this sense 
of being gifted as a worshiper 
first, and a minister or artist 
second, the learner could be 
headed for dangerous waters 
where performance takes priority 
over right living. This will mean 
spending significant time with 
the learner (see “Many Ways 
to Mentor” below for ideas on 

mentoring formats) and being very 
honest with them as you look at 
scripture together. 

How Do I Mentor?
There are many ways to mentor 
another person. Admittedly, 
matters of  location (physical 
distance from mentor), chemistry 
(not everyone likes their mentor/
supervisor or will disclose more 
personal thoughts to them), and 
trust (some people trust no one and 
feel no need to change) affect how 
you will be able to mentor. You need 
to work through these issues as you 
connect with a potential learner 
in order for the mentoring to be 
profitable (see sidebar for more 
ideas on formats for mentoring).

Once you have someone to mentor, 
begin by spending time together. 
• Dream together, pray together, 

and make some goals together 
for the learner’s growth
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• Take the learner with you 
to meetings and workshops 
and give him or her a role—
prepare him or her and debrief 
afterwards

• Explain to the person how you 
are making decisions 

• Pray together some more 
• Read the Bible together, for 

personal growth and to 
grow in vision for the arts 
and faith

• Pass on readings that will be 
interesting to the learner

• Encourage the person in his or 
her strengths and in taking new 
risks of faith

• Help the learner to grow 
closer to Jesus and become 
a more heartfelt worshiper, 
using all of  his or her gifts 
for God

• Look at the above lists 
of  knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes with the learner, and 
design a plan to research the 
arts in the area that interests 
him or her10   

• Have dinner together, if possible
• Take a research trip together
• Lend the person some of your 

books and recordings
• Invite a friend to make music, 

poetry, or drama together
• Help the person begin to mentor 

someone else
• And keep on with this as long 

as it is helpful

The Role of  Workshops in 
Training Learners
Not every practicing arts 
missionary is actively involved 
in workshop settings. This is 
especially true of those working 
in a pre-evangelism or pre-
church setting, or those focusing 
on one ethnic group with 
alternative strategies. However, 
many missionary artists do 
find themselves ministering in 
workshops of  different kinds 
(e.g., arts discovery or song 
composition). Many mentors 
express the benefits for sharing 
their workshop involvement with 
learners as a part of their learning 
experience, alongside other 
strategies. One mentor comments:

A village time for field 
research and a workshop 
is a good combination. 
Learners should be open to 
thinking about all aspects 
of ethnoarts. For instance, 
before the trip one learner 
didn’t think that leading 
workshops was “real 
ethnomusicology.” But 
instead of the [field research] 
being the highlight, the 
learner was most blessed by 
the workshop week. Reading 
helps, but cannot cement a 
new idea before it’s been 
experienced.



Another underlines: “Actually 
‘doing’ workshops is in my opinion 
the most important aspect of any 
mentoring . . . The only way to 
learn what works and what doesn’t 
is to try it.” The workshop can be 
an ideal training ground in which 
multiple layers of mentoring can 
take place with short-termers, 
long-termers, local colleagues, etc. 

Experienced leaders can allow 
learners to observe and then take 
a turn in leading. Time set aside 
for planning together beforehand 
and for at least daily debriefing 
during the workshop is crucial 
to the success of the mentoring 
aspects of the workshop, as is 
clear delineation of each person’s 
role in the workshop and effective 
communication. Giving people 
a real part to play, especially 
if  it pushes them beyond their 
comfort zone while backup and 
encouragement is offered, allows 
real growth in a safe environment. 

Using modular, practical teaching 
in workshops can help learners 
and give a basis for more in-
depth teaching for those who are 
especially interested. Materials 
may need to be translated into 
national or minority languages 
in order for this to be possible. 
Grappling with biblical and 
cultural information helps to 

integrate theory and practice 
for learners, and can give them a 
passion to share this with others.

Workshops can be a place for 
communicating vision to an intern/
learner, where the reality of the joy 
of seeing people coming to worship 
from the heart is experienced. 
They are also a cauldron where 
the temperature is raised and 
the mentor’s true character can 
show under the pressures of rapid 
changes, unexpected happenings, 
and fresh complications. Seeing a 
mentor react in a godly way under 
stress can teach lessons which 
weeks of “safe” interactions will 
never communicate.

Many Ways to Mentor
One mentor, many learners. 
Over two years, one trained 
ethnomusicologist in West Africa 
began to encourage several local 
believers as well as eight expatriate 
workers—including Shari—with 
an interest in the arts. He invited 
them to come along to workshops 
and gave them increasing 
responsibilities; he shared readings, 
discussions, and recordings with 
them to help them grow in their 
understanding of how God was at 
work through the arts. This took 
a lot of his energy and time, but 
at least seven of those mentored 
during this time are still active in 
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missionary ethnomusicology and 
related ministries: long-term fruit.

Long-distance mentoring. Shari 
was beginning work in a new 
country where there were no 
other arts missionaries. She asked 
her organizational supervisor, 
Joe, to help her for the first few 
years by scheduling regular calls, 
emails, and suggested readings and 
activities. Joe had a lot of good 
experience in the arts, but lived 
on the other side of the continent. 
Modern communications made it 
possible for him to be in touch with 
Shari often and in an appropriate 
way despite their age and gender 
differences. Joe was grateful for 
Shari’s enthusiasm and new 
perspectives, which in turn inspired 
him in his work.

Life sharing mentoring. Once 
Shari had been working for a while 
with Joe’s support, she agreed to 
host Maimuna, a young woman 
finishing Bible school who wanted 
to experience arts ministry in the 
mission field. Maimuna was from 
another country and culture, so 
she and Shari talked a lot about 
how to help each other. Because 

they were both single, they decided 
to live together and share as much 
as possible of their life and work. 
This meant spending a lot of time 
together in prayer as well as Bible 
study, talking about arts readings, 
and challenging each other to love 
God and people more. 

They also took trips for research 
and held workshops together, 
planning and debriefing. They 
divided up the work to be done, 
with Shari giving Maimuna more 
support for her tasks, as needed. 
Maimuna invested a lot of energy 
in learning the trade language and 
in building great relationships with 
local musicians she met during the 
year she was with Shari. A few years 
later she got married and took up 
a new arts assignment in another 
location with her husband.

By incorporating intentional 
mentoring, whether formally or 
non-formally, into our ministry 
contexts, we can offer guidance, 
evaluation, and encouragement to 
artists, who play such a unique role 
in communicating the Christian 
message. The question remains: 
“Who does God want me to mentor?”
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Beyond Listening—Arts and Orality in India
Pramila Rajendran, interviewed by Robin Harris1 

Pramila Rajendran worked with Operation Mobilisation for over 20 
years, both within India and overseas in different mission and leadership 
capacities. She initiated the Membercare Network for Indian Missions 
and currently provides consulting and training throughout the world in 
leadership development and counseling. Both she and her husband, Dr. 
K. Rajendran, serve on the WEA Mission Commission leadership team.

Robin Harris (PhD) is president of  the International Council of  
Ethnodoxologists (ICE) and director of  the Center for Excellence in World 
Arts in Dallas, Texas. She has served for decades in cross-cultural ministry, 
including ten years in northern Russia. She co-teaches Arts for a Better 
Future, and her publications include co-editing Worship and Mission for 
the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook and a book about a 
Siberian oral epic genre, forthcoming from University of  Illinois Press.

Robin Harris (RH): Pramila, tell me 
where you are located and a little bit 
about people’s preference for orality 
in the context where you serve.

Pramila: I live in Bangalore, in the 
Karnataka State of India. That is 
important for discussing orality 
because when you look at all the 
different religions, Hindus are the 
ones who most like orality! They 
like orality because of the drama 
and the arts and the different ways 
that culture is presented through 
the arts. Many Christians have not 
understood that! Muslims are also 
open. They use qawwali songs and 
they express their feelings through 
the qawwalis—that’s a Muslim 
way of doing it. 

RH: What are the important arts 
genres being contextualized in your 
culture?

Pramila: One of the most popular 
arts is rangoli, designs made from 
brightly colored powders on the 
ground and in front of the house 
and in festivals. Rangoli is for 
rejoicing, for joyful expressions and 
happy occasions, like weddings and 
festivals. Hindus make designs and 
paintings a lot this way, but actually 
a lot of Christians use rangoli [see 
photo of rangoli art demonstrating 
“Jesus is the light of the world”].2  

Also, dances are very much a 
part of Hindu culture. So when 
Christians want to share the gospel, 
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we can take a Bible story and create 
choreography for it, so that the 
story can be danced. Acting out the 
stories through drama works well, 
too. We also use poems, painting, 
and instruments such as drums, 
flute, sitar, and tanpura, along with 
songs and dances for weddings and 
at various functions.

RH: What are the main times of 
year that you experience arts in 
your culture? 

Pramila: I cannot say one 
particular time of  the year, but 
any time there is a function—
festivals, weddings, or other 
joyful occasions—songs, music, 
and dances are used. Christians 
especially use arts at Easter, 
Christmas, conferences, and 
conventions, but also for weddings, 
anniversaries, or any kind of 
festival. But it doesn’t have to be 
a special occasion; many people 
use all kinds of arts in daily life. 
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In a few Indian cultures, when 
someone dies, they use drums, 
played in a special way, as an 
expression of mourning. Indians 
also express lamentation through 
poetry and songs.

RH: What challenges do you face 
in using arts in ministry?

Pramila: There are a few churches 
that will not use any instruments 
besides organ and piano. This 
restriction has filtered down from 
Western culture and certain kinds 
of  denominations. They think 
and believe that other music is 
not worthy to be in worship, 
so they will not allow it. Indian 
instruments like sitar, harmonium, 
and tabla are anathema to them.

RH: What encourages you?

Pramila: Today, churches are 
changing. Many churches are using 
various musical instruments, songs, 
poems, recited prose, dramas on the 
stage, and choreography to express 
biblical stories.3 They are also using 
songs for young people, not just 
songs from books or hymnals. The 
ones who do not change are losing 
the young people, actually.

RH: You have a story about how 
your husband learned about 
the gospel through arts in the 

Catholic Church. Please tell me 
about that.

Pramila: Catholic churches have 
for a long time been an example 
in how they used choreography, 
songs, and icons to tell biblical 
stories. For example, the fourteen 
Stations of  the Cross is a great 
use of  visual art to bring people 
to Christ. My husband became 
interested in Christianity when 
he was only 5 or 6 years old. He 
comes from a Hindu background. 
Near his house, there was a 
Catholic church and he used to 
wander in it with his dad and 
friends. He was fascinated and 
very touched by the icons of  the 
fourteen Stations of  the Cross. 
This church also did dramas on 
Easter and during Christmas, 
narrating stories and reciting 
Bible verses. He would listen and 
memorize them! Today, he knows 
all those verses, because as a kid 
he listened to them being recited. 

RH: How did you get motivated 
to become involved with the arts? 

Pramila: At school! As a little girl 
I used to watch many functions 
which involved dramas, songs, and 
music. During school functions, 
we acted as different characters in 
many stories, so art was always 
a part of life. I have always loved 
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drama; it has always fascinated me. 
We also used poetry and prose to 
express our thoughts and beliefs. 

I grew up in that atmosphere, 
and took it for granted as just 
being part of  life. But when 
I became a Christian, I saw 
its impact. When 
I started to hear 
about this orality 
idea, I started to 
connect things. I 
began to think, 
“ H m m m ,  yo u 
can use all these 
things to share the 
gospel!” Until then, 
I took the arts for 
granted, and didn’t 
see much value in 
it; just that it was 
enjoyable.

RH: How do you 
inspire and train 
others to use the arts in daily 
life? How do you encourage them 
to use the arts in the life of  the 
church, or to connect their arts 
with God?

Pramila: I would like to help 
people become aware of  the 
value of  their own culture. If 
they don’t understand their 
culture, they will not do 
anything useful. They have 

to see the value of  their own 
culture—how it can play a vital 
role in their lives—while not 
mixing it with certain religious 
beliefs or practices. Some people 
think arts and culture are part 
of  the Hindu religion. They 
think all the culture belonging 

to India is evil, so they boycott 
the beauty and its essence. This 
[attitude] has been taught by the 
past missionaries. That’s how 
Christianity came to India.

Of  course, there are some 
connections between culture 
and religion, so people must 
learn to be discerning, but 
not all culture is evil, so we 
have to learn to value it first. 
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This process of  discernment is 
happening now. Slowly, many 
churches are accepting cultural 
arts. To bring this new thinking 
in, and to train them up, this 
is important. Churches need 
to be educated that arts can 
play a very significant role in 
communicating with people.

RH: What have you learned 
recently that you can recommend 
to other people?

Pramila: I recently received 
training in Arts in Trauma 
Healing, a course4 which was a real 
eye-opener for me. It helped me to 
know how to train my colleagues 
in missions and churches in using 
local arts for trauma healing. Arts 
can really help people recover from 
their trauma. There are different 
kinds of  trauma in India, like 
domestic violence (even within 
Christian communities, churches, 
and missionary families), moral 
issues, death, trafficking, and gay-
identity issues. This course was 
wonderful in helping me to see 
arts from a different perspective, 
especially how they could be used 
in trauma healing.

RH: What advice do you have 
to our readers who may have 
experience with storytelling, but 
not with other arts?

Pramila:  They may want to 
look into incorporating other 
ar ts  for sharing the gospel, 
because  there  are  people 
who might not be impacted 
by  l i s t e n i n g ,  l i s t e n i n g , 
l i s t en ing.  See ing  impacts 
more than l istening!  It  has 
to be visual .  You can hear 
and forget ,  but  what  you 
see stays for a longer t ime. 
I  sometimes think of  what 
Will iam Glasser said:

We learn
10% of what we read
20% of what we hear
30% of what we see
50% of what we see and hear
70% of what we discuss
80% of what we experience
95% of what we teach others.5 

Let me give you an example. 
Once we were in Africa, and 
we did some oral sessions there. 
We could see that some people 
were listening, and some were 
not. We didn’t have any visual 
things to accompany what we 
were saying. However, one 
person who was with us picked 
up a stick and started to draw 
in the mud—and all the people 
were looking at it! So what you 
see is secure. If  you can act it 
out, or something like that, it 
helps it to be more memorable. 
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1The original interview by Skype on April 16, 2016, has been edited for length.
  
2This art project was initiated by Hethne Consultation 2015. Photo used with 
permission.

3For example, the program ARISE (Alert and Release India of  Slavery 
Entraps) is run under the Bethel Church Association in Katihar, Bihar, 
India. See the photo of  one of  their performances in this article, used with 
permission. For more on their work, including use of  the local arts, see 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=VWrfESyVk4s

4Ar ts  in  Trauma Heal ing  i s  a  g raduate  course  offered  by  GIAL’s 
C e n t e r  f o r  E x c e l l e n c e  i n  Wo r l d  A r t s  i n  D a l l a s ,  Te x a s .  See 
www.gial .edu/world-ar ts-center/ intensives/  for  more information.

5See thinkexist.com/quotes/william_glasser/.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VWrfESyVk4s
http://thinkexist.com/quotes/william_glasser/
http://www.orality.net
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Finding our Gifts—Encouraging Local Arts in 
Guinea-Bissau
Jeremias Sanha, interviewed by Sarah Bauson1 

Jeremias Sanha was born in Bubaque, one of  the islands of  Guinea-Bissau. 
He has been a member of  the Kriol Bible revision team in Guinea-Bissau 
since 2011. He began singing as a young boy and has composed many songs.  
In 2013, he started a music group which has since grown and performed 
in different concerts and churches.  He hopes to use his God-given talent 
to evangelize and encourage people in their walk with Christ.

Sarah Bauson has been a member of  Wycliffe Bible Translators since 
2009.  She lived in Guinea-Bissau for three years working on a OneStory 
project where she and her team recorded thirty-eight Bible stories crafted 
specifically for the Guinean culture.  She has since worked as a trainer 
with OneStory in several different countries and hopes to move back to 
Guinea-Bissau next year with her soon-to-be husband.  

Sarah Bauson (SB): Jeremias, 
how did you become involved 
in the arts?

Jeremias: Around the age of 
five, I began to have melodies 
in my head. Sometimes, there 
were so many in my head that I 
would sing. Since I was already 
a Christian, the melodies would 
often come with words of God. 
Words, letters, all the music 
came without my knowing how. 
I had a Sunday school teacher 
who noticed that I had a special 
gift and he would motivate me 
to sing in front of my peers.

I remember the first competition 
that I participated in when I 

was little. I won’t forget that, 
because I had a fever. I sang and 
managed to win the competition. 
My motivation came from God. 
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Some influence came when I heard 
others singing. Since that gift was 
in me, they began to help me. They 
would call me, they would sing, 
they would teach me like that. But 
something was already in my heart.

I loved music since I was little. It’s 
something that’s in my spirit. When 
I do it, I don’t have to force it. I 
don’t get tired a lot because it’s 
something that God wants. God 
is the one who put it in my heart. 
Since I felt that the gift came from 
God, I continued that work.

SB: Do all of your songs talk about 
God and the Bible?

Jeremias: Most of the music I do is 
for God—biblical words and verses 
are about God.

SB: You’ve done others as well.

Jeremias: Yes, I’ve done others 
that don’t say anything about 
God, but they’re for advice. To 
advise Guineans or to advise 
society, since many talk about 
“playing with today” (this is an 
idiom for “eat, drink, and be merry, 
for tomorrow we die”). These are 
for people to be cautious, because 
if  you play with today, you will 
regret it. These songs don’t say 
anything about things of  the 
church. But if you listen, you know 

that maybe the singer is someone 
of the church, which is why he is 
singing those words.

SB: Can you talk a little about what 
you do with your band?

Jeremias: We go to different 
churches  and do presentations. We 
also do theatrical dramas that talk 
about certain things. Sometimes, 
we look at the situation and see 
that if we prepare such and such a 
skit, it will speak louder than just 
music. So we do that skit. We do 
skits that will speak of that place 
or ethnic group. We look to see 
which things will have influence 
in that ethnic group, and we do a 
skit about that. Sometimes, we sing 
music of that ethnic group itself. 

SB: Do you have advice for people 
who want to train others to be 
involved in the arts?

Jeremias: Well, like our country 
here in Guinea-Bissau, there’s a 
great need, and not just in the 
Church. Guinea-Bissau in general 
needs to learn to use local arts 
because people will see their 
culture has value. If  someone 
comes to work with the culture, 
helping to organize the use of local 
arts better, then that person gives it 
more value. It has little value now; 
people here see it more as just fun.
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SB: How can we help people 
understand that their arts have 
value?

Jeremias: We value things when 
we get gain from something. If 
you provide incentive, people will 
be motivated. Begin, for example, 
with a small competition. It can 
influence people to do something 
from their culture. Provide 
motivation for them. You’ll see 
people will do it well.

SB: Do you have more ideas for 
motivating people to use various 
kinds of local arts?

Jeremias: If someone is thinking 
about this, he should make an 
arts center. Then, he’ll discover 
different talents and people who 
do arts. There are those who are 
more talented than me in singing, 
also in other areas. You’ll discover 
them. Each with his own—one will 
draw, another will play the gourd 
guitar—you’ll come to discover a 
lot of things. A center of the arts 
would be extraordinary.

If I were to do something, it would 
be connected to the church, to all 
the churches. For example, use the 
idea of a center of the formation of 
the arts. You could make a studio 
specifically for recording traditional 
things that have to do with art. But 

it must be independent; still close 
to the church, but independent so 
everyone feels welcome there.

Someone from the outside can 
come with his structure, but he 
must study our culture to know 
the way to help. The church will 
open its hands for that. Also, he 
has to work on helping people 
understand so they can know the 
purpose of the center. If you don’t 
do that, people won’t understand 
you. They’ll think you’re coming 
with something new and that you 
want to steal their culture. When 
people understand the purpose, 
you will work freely. You’ll help 
people to grow in their areas.

SB: Do you think that if we suggest 
using arts to praise God then 
they will think it is strange? Arts 
besides singing?

Jeremias: Well, this is because 
people don’t have an understanding. 
I remember one of  the older 
musicians. One time, he was 
talking about how playing guitar 
in church used to be a big scandal. 
To clap was a big scandal. But 
with time, it came to be accepted 
in church. Now, for example, take 
drawing. It can serve to praise God, 
but people just don’t know how 
to use it. They’re not instructed 
that it is also possible to praise 
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God with this art that God gave 
them. So they go for music and 
poetry, which seems to have more 
strength because they know more 
about it. But it’s possible to praise 
God with whatever art I can do. We 
need people to show how to use it 
to praise God. People need to have 
an understanding.

SB: How can we help people 
understand?

Jeremias: Maybe call certain people 
together—people who draw, people 
who sing—put them together, doing 
the same thing. Hold a workshop 
for them. After the workshop, when 
they understand how to use their 
art to worship God, you can go and 
help the church understand. You 
can organize a festival, concert, 
afternoon of praise, or something 
like that. Later in the event, like 
at an afternoon of praise, you 

1The original interview, April 4, 2016, in Bissau, Guinea-Bissau, has been edited 
for length. Photo of Jeremias taken by Sarah Bauson; used with permission.

introduce the new things. So 
you’ll help people understand 
the importance of the arts for 
the Kingdom. It’ll end up being 
something normal. 

SB: Do you have any other ideas, 
encouragement, or advice for 
people working in the arts?

Jeremias: Be strong in what you 
want. Be determined. In the desert, 
it’s possible for water to appear 
when God is there. When you 
have a dream or you wish to do 
something, you are the first person 
who won’t desist in that thing. I am 
certain of something: God blessed 
all people in the world. It’s that 
blessing that turns into a treasure 
for you. That is a treasure that God 
is working with. Whatever your 
gift—and all people have a gift—
that gift is your riches. So people 
shouldn’t give up.

http://www.orality.net
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“Bringing Our Real Selves into the Worship Space”—
Arts and Orality in Jamaica
Jo-Ann Richards Goffe, interviewed by Robin Harris1 

Jo-Ann Richards Goffe is an author, singer/songwriter, lecturer, and 
ethnodoxologist. She is the founding executive director of  CREW 40:4, 
a non-profit organization based in Jamaica whose mission is to promote 
love and unity in Christ through culturally relevant expressions of  worship. 
Using seminars, workshops, performances and publications, her ministry 
has taken her to places as diverse as Singapore, England, Burkina Faso, 
Peru, Belize, and the Caribbean.

Robin Harris (PhD) is president of  the International Council of  
Ethnodoxologists (ICE) and director of  the Center for Excellence in 
World Arts in Dallas, Texas. She has served for decades in cross-cultural 
ministry, including ten years in northern Russia. She co-teaches Arts 
for a Better Future, and her publications include co-editing Worship 
and Mission for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook and 
a book about a Siberian oral epic genre, forthcoming from University 
of  Illinois Press.

Robin Harris (RH): 
Jo-Ann, tell me why 
your context, Jamaica, 
can be considered an 
oral preference context.

Jo-Ann: The material 
that we’ve had in the 
language has primarily 
been oral. Right now, 
the largest body of 
writing in our language 
is the Jamaican New Testament, 
published in December 2012.2  I 
still meet people on a regular basis 
who are shocked to learn it exists. 

People think of it as an oral context 
because so much of the meaning of our 
language is in the intonation. So when 
you write it down, people wonder how 
you can communicate the intonation. 
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RH: What are the most important 
Jamaican arts genres in your 
context? 

Jo-Ann: Definitely drama. 
Definitely poetry. We have different 
forms of poetry—dub poetry that 
has rhythm built into it, and is 
often accompanied by a drum. 
There is, of course, music and 
also various kinds of song genres: 
dance hall, reggae. Plus folk genres 
like storytelling, which you can do 
through drama and monologue. 

RH: Is there anything that makes 
storytelling especially effective in 
your context?

Jo-Ann: I guess it would be the 
whole language and the way we 
go about telling stories, usually 
involving audience participation 
at various points. When you do 
that, it gives the stories a kick!

Also, stories can start or end with 
a proverb, like “One, one, coco full 
baskit,” which means, if  you’re 
filling a basket, you put things in 
one at a time—and eventually it 
will be filled. So in other words, 
don’t worry about things being 
small, because they add up and 
eventually you get a “full basket.” 
Another good proverb is “Fire 
de a mus mus tail him tink a 
cool breeze” (There is a fire at 

the mouse’s tail, but he thinks it 
is a cool breeze), which means 
something is threatening you, but 
you don’t even know it, or you 
think it’s something good!

RH: So if someone had a storying 
ministry in Jamaica, he or she 
could make it more effective by 
learning proverbs to include with 
the stories? 

Jo-Ann: Yes! I hadn’t thought about 
it before, but that’s true.

RH: How does movement or dance 
fit into the Jamaican context?

Jo-Ann: Dance is used a lot! 
Jamaicans dance—it is a part of us. 
It is strange… I grew up learning that 
Christians should not dance. But 
I think that movement is a natural 
part of our identity as Jamaicans. It 
was so interesting, yesterday, when I 
was at a small independent church, 
and the pastor decided it was time to 
sing and dance. I was singing, “Notn 
no de we Gad kyaahn du” (There 
is nothing that God can’t do), and 
a really elderly man who walked 
with a stick instinctively got up and 
started dancing. And then there was 
a little baby on the other side of the 
room who started dancing, and I was 
so surprised. I thought, “These are 
probably the oldest and youngest 
people in the church!” 
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RH: How does dance or movement 
impact storytelling? Or do they sit 
still as they tell the story? 

Jo-Ann: Oh no! Sitting still would 
never be done. We don’t sit still! 
They also usually weave pieces of 
songs into stories.

RH: How did you get motivated 
to become involved with the arts?

Jo-Ann: It started with music; 
music is a large part of what I do. 
I enjoyed singing immensely and 
got involved in gospel bands. 

Then, I was drawn to missions 
and ethnodoxology. It was while 
reading a Mission Frontiers 
magazine that I saw an article 
written by Jack Popjes.3  He was 
writing about how he worked with 
the Canela people in Brazil, and 
was experiencing challenges in 
understanding their music.4  

He realized, finally, that they were 
using an entirely different music 
system, so he pulled Tom Avery in. 
Tom recorded a bunch of songs, 
took them back home, analyzed 
them, wrote new songs in that 
style, came back to show those 
songs to the people, and they said 
it was like “pouring gasoline on a 
campfire.” I said to myself, “That’s 
what I want to do!” 

I was being pulled into the global 
movement. In fact, I was there 
at the very first formational 
gathering of  the International 
Council of  Ethnodoxologists. 
Later, I met Byron Spradlin at 
the Lausanne Conference in Cape 
Town, and I gained more of  the 
big picture. He brought a bigger 
scriptural context to it, and so 
that’s how it has been growing 
for me. 

It has been difficult to think 
broadly, in terms of  all the 
arts, because there is perhaps a 
specific thing I am supposed to 
do, and that’s what I’m passionate 
about—seeing the Jamaican 
Church use our own language and 
our own music. That is worth 
a few lifetimes in and of  itself. 
But I do try to include other arts 
because it’s not just about the 
music, it’s about everything, it’s 
bringing our real selves into the 
worship space. 

RH: I know that you have done 
a lot in the academy as an 
ethnomusicologist and teacher, but 
how do you inspire and train others 
to use the arts in non-academic, 
oral contexts? 

Jo-Ann: I organize WEDIP sessions 
(Worship, Encouragement, 
Discussion, Information, and 
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Prayer)—a time of  refreshing for 
literary, visual, and performing 
artists and their supporters. This 
models an experience that utilizes 
as many art forms as possible and 
facilitates relevant discussions, 
so that when people go back 
home into their local situations, 
they will be more conscious, 
aware, and intentional. It’s not 
a “preachy” thing, and it’s not 
a concert, either. It’s really a 
fellowship, which will hopefully 
broaden people’s minds. In the 
last one we had, there was a young 
man who had been saying to me 
that he and some others wanted 
to start a church that would 
include reggae music and allow 
the people to be truly Jamaican 
in the worship space. He realized, 
“Now I see we don’t need that; 
it already exists!” because he 
experienced it in the WEDIP 
fellowship. 

RH: Jo-Ann, there’s a picture 
of  you on the front of  the two 
volumes ICE published, the 
Ethnodoxology Handbook 
and Manual.5  It’s a picture 
of  you singing, praising God, 
and what you are wearing feels 
“Jamaican” to me. Thank you 
for being a part of  that project 
and for expressing on that 
occasion who you are through 
what you wear as well!

Jo-Ann: Just the other day I was 
introducing that book to someone 
and she was saying, “Where can 
we get this?” I said, “Well, it’s 
available to buy online!” She 
was wondering why people don’t 
know about it, and I felt so bad 
because I am perhaps the only 
person in the whole Caribbean 
region to introduce it to the 
Caribbean! So she’s the worship 
director at her church and found 
some of  the articles to be very 
helpful. That’s a great resource. 

RH: Are there other resources 
that have been helpful to you and 
your ministry that you’d like to 
recommend?

Jo-Ann: Right now, apart from 
articles that you may pick up here 
and there, the material being put 
out by those of us who are ICE 
members is good stuff to read 
because it’s very current. I think 
it’s also good to know about the 
culture you are working in; so for 
me, I’ve been looking back in great 
detail at Jamaican history, culture, 
and Caribbean stuff. 

The ICE journal that is edited 
by Neil Coulter, Global Forum 
on Arts and Christian Faith, 
is really important because 
we need to be l istening to 
one  another. 6  We’re  a l l 
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discovering new things and 
having new experiences that 
we’re sharing through this 
journal.  But there is  room 
for so much more resource 
material. 

There are  a  couple  more 
things that come to mind. 
Having Brian [Schrag] and 
Robin [Harris] come to do 
Arts for a Better Future was 
great!7 It gave me a context 
within which I could reach 
out a little more to people 
in Jamaica. Byron Spradlin’s 

coming also helped. Having 
a foreigner, a male foreigner, 
an older person come to speak 
to church leaders was a help 
to me. 

RH: Anything else you’d like to 
say to our readers?

Jo-Ann: I would say, be free! The 
world is waiting for your unique 
expression of the gospel of the 
Kingdom of  God, using your 
language, your cultural expressions. 
Go for it! [Singing] Notn no de we 
Gad kyaahn du!8 

1The original interview by Skype on April 11, 2016, has been edited for length.
  
2See photo. Several quotes in this article feature the language, Jamaican Patois, 
also known as Patwa, Patwah, or Jamaican Creole.

3See the original article at www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/music-to-their-
ears. Questions about SIL’s work in Ethnomusicology and Arts can be directed 
to arts_intl@sil.org.
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4See www.thewordman.ca/canela for more information about the Canela and 
the Popjes’ work.

5See www.ethnodoxologyhandbook.com for more information on these two 
volumes. [Editor’s Note: See also the ad on the inside back cover of this journal 
volume; Jo-Ann is pictured in the lower right hand corner of the Manual cover.]
  
6See www.artsandchristianfaith.org for free access to this peer review e-journal.
  
7See www.artsforabetterfuture.org for further information about this one-week 
arts in mission workshop, offered in venues throughout the world. [Editor’s Note: 
See also Brian Schrag’s article, “Arts for a Better Future—A Practical Approach 
for Energizing Ministry in Oral Cultures,” in this journal volume.]

8To hear Jo-Ann singing the song “There is nothing that God can’t do,” see this 
link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lIoum4Vhk_k

http://www.orality.net


“When I found out that there was another way to worship God through 
my culture, just by being Siberian Yupik/Inupiaq, my spirit jumped within 
me. I think the new form of love I learned in Arts for a Better Future is 
just to accept his love, from God, his love, without thinking that there’s 
something else that I need. It blessed me to know that the love of God 
and the culture can flow. There’s no way of stopping it... it’s amazing, I 
can’t get over it.”1 
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Arts for a Better Future: A Practical Approach for 
Energizing Ministry in Oral Cultures
Brian Schrag

Brian Schrag (PhD) serves as head of  SIL International’s Ethnomusicology 
and Arts Group. He worked as an arts consultant in Central Africa and 
founded the Center for Excellence in World Arts in Dallas, Texas. Brian 
wrote Creating Local Arts Together: A Manual to Help Communities Reach 
Their Kingdom Goals. He often creates within the oral arts, including 
songs, stories, poetry, rhymes, and startling video personalities.

Harriette’s life has contained 
elements common to most 

Alaska Natives’ experience: 
poverty, childhood abuse, substance 
addictions, and attempted suicide. 
What’s more, she grew up in 
a Christianized context where 
preachers routinely mocked Native 
culture and arts, categorizing 
traditional singing, dancing, and 
drumming as sinful.

In rehab, Harriette recommitted 
her life to Christ and is growing 
spiritually and emotionally. In 
2015, Harriette took a five-day 
Arts for a Better Future (ABF) 
intensive workshop through the 
“LEaD Alaska” program2  in 

cooperation with Alaska Bible 
College, north of  Anchorage. 
ABF played two crucial roles in 
Harriette’s growth in her faith. 
First, she experienced God’s 
overwhelming love for her, as 
someone he joyfully created in his 
image, as Siberian Yupik/Inupiaq. 
Second, Harriette explored how 
she could help extend God’s 
Kingdom in ways nobody else 
could, and she made a doable plan 
to act on her ideas.

Testimonies and outcomes like 
Harriette’s emerge frequently 
from ABF workshops. This 
intensive program also enjoys 
heartfelt support from experienced 
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missiologists like Dr. Mark Harris, 
who remarks, "ABF should be 
integrated into every missions 
training program in the world."

Theological Foundations for 
Incarnational Ministry in Arts
We base ABF’s theology and 
methodology on Paul’s strong 
counsel to the Christians in Philippi:

In humility value others above 
yourselves, not looking to your 

own interests but each of  you to 
the interests of  the others.

In your relationships with one 
another, have the same mindset 

as Christ Jesus:
Who, being in very nature God, 
did not consider equality with 
God something to be used to 

his own advantage;
rather, he made himself  nothing

by taking the very nature 
of  a servant, being made in 

human likeness.
And being found in appearance 
as a man, he humbled himself

by becoming obedient to death—
even death on a cross!

Philippians 2:3b-8 NIV

Three parts of Jesus’ incarnation 
show how we should do mission: 

• Be with. Jesus left his “home 
culture” with God the Father 
and joined humanity in 

Palestine (earth). Our first 
task in mission is to live with 
people in community and make 
relationships.

• Learn from. Jesus learned from 
human beings in his Palestinian 
community for almost thirty 
years before he began his full 
ministry. Our second interaction 
as arts facilitators is to ask 
people about their community’s 
arts and their goals. We show 
them love by learning from 
them. This process may happen 
over a long time.

• Work toward. Only after going 
to humans and learning from 
them for three decades did 
Jesus announce and fulfill his 
purpose publicly (Matt. 4:23). 
He worked side by side with 
his disciples toward the goals 
of his Kingdom. He healed, 
taught, exorcised demons, 
rebuked, comforted, affirmed, 
endured torture and ridicule, 
died, resurrected, and sent his 
people to preach him and his 
Kingdom all over the world.

The third missional activity, after 
going to people and learning from 
them, is to work toward goals with 
them. As arts facilitators, we do 
this by exploring with our friends 
and colleagues in the community 
how we might work together to use 
their arts to meet their goals.



In ABF, we teach participants how 
to have these conversations with 
a community they know and care 
about. In order to help people learn 
this approach well, we work through 
the process three times, each cycle 
requiring more responsibility from 
participants than the last. 
• Phase One: One of the instructors 

shares a story of following this 
model with a real community 
somewhere in the world.3 

• Phase Two: The instructors guide 
participants through practicing the 
approach with the representative 
of a different community. 

• Phase Three: Participants break 
into groups of four to six and 
make a plan to apply the process 
within a community that one or 
more people in the group knows 
well. Each group leaves with a 
roadmap to help a community 
connect their arts to their 
Kingdom goals.
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•  Phase Infinity: We’re working 
out ways to continue relationships 
with participants after the 
workshop is over so that people 
get the support they need to follow 
through with implementing their 
plans, and so that they can convey 
these principles to others. 

Harriette’s ABF Phase Three 
project has developed special 
meetings for people in a rehab 
center called Set Free. Connecting 
their traditional arts to scripture to 
shalom, her first session includes 
women cooking fry bread and 
weaving baskets while reciting and 
discussing Philippians 4:8. 

These additional plans connecting 
arts and Kingdom goals have been 
created by some of the other 300+ 

ABF participants so far:
• Trauma healing classes for 

Syrian refugee children facilitate 
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expressions of lament through 
storytelling, poetry, calligraphy, 
and music, bringing healing, 
hope, and increased shalom to 
their traumatized communities.

• A heritage festival for music and 
arts increases shalom and positive 
cultural identity in a underserved 
Jamaican neighborhood.

• Children’s songs show that the 
Kaqchikel language (in Guatemala) 
can be sung, integrating scripture 
into their lives.

• Scripture-infused Yurak (dance) 
helps a Yupik community 
in Alaska affirm traditional 
values and bring the community 
together, decreasing alcohol and 

drug dependency and helping 
people to engage with God.

• Kenyan grandmothers tell 
Bible stories and sing songs 
in indigenous styles to their 
grandchildren and the women 
of their compound, moving 
believers to identify as fully 
indigenous followers of Christ 
and embedding the word of 
God into the community.

• A birth ceremony with songs, 
dances, and storytelling 
encourages the development 
of godly families in Cameroon.

• Gospel music and dance increase 
identity in Christ for learners in 
a Jamaican school for the blind.

“Arts for a Better Future” Quick Facts

What:  Five-day intensive workshop equipping Christians to 
help others create in ways that meet their community’s 
needs  and extend the Kingdom of heaven

Where:  Regularly held in June at the Center for Excellence in 
World Arts (Dallas, TX); see www.ArtsForABetterFuture.org 
for many other locations around the world

Teaching methods:  Highly participatory, with creative exercises 
Who should come: Pastors, missionaries, artists, development 

workers, administrators, Christians 
committed to the Kingdom 

Outcomes:  You will leave with a solid grasp of the Creating 
Local Arts Together framework and a plan to 
implement it in a community you know 

Text: Creating Local Arts Together (Schrag, 2013) 

Information and registration: www.ArtsForABetterFuture.org
Questions: arts4abetterfuture@gmail.com

Updates: sign up at www.tinyurl.com/ABF-keepmeposted



Training 1: Arts for a Better Future     55

• The Fur (in Sudan) use juru 
dance with tombol drum to 
teach Bible stories, resulting 
in people of all ages dancing 
together and celebrating the 
word of God.

How Does ABF Connect with 
the Orality Movement?
The International Orality 
Network has already identified 
arts as one of the seven disciplines 
of  orality, providing Arts for 
a Better Future an immediate 
connection. ABF focuses on the 
arts that people use in their daily 
lives, and these arts are primarily 
oral. As a result, ABF emphasizes 
characteristics common to oral 
cultures: primacy of relationships, 
spontaneity, mnemonic devices, 
holistic viewpoints, integration 
of  emotions and bodies, and 
orientation to the present.4 We 
assume orality, but the method 
can include literacy and written 
arts where they are important.

In addition, we treat artistic 
expression as communication. 
Does a group of people you know 
communicate through visual 
signs? ABF helps you identify 
their meanings and integrate 
Kingdom-expanding content. 
Do they tell stories? ABF helps 
you see storytelling features that 
can help them communicate 

scripture stories more clearly and 
reproducibly. Does your work 
involve preaching, video, film, 
signed languages, radio, drama, 
music, poetry, proverbs, dance, 
or ritual? ABF provides tools to 
understand and draw on the forms 
of communication you work with, 
whatever their genres.

ABF also helps you think through 
the wide-ranging impact of artistic 
creativity in the Kingdom of God. 
As the examples above reveal, 
we see communities connecting 
their arts to all sorts of Kingdom 
goals as people coming to Christ, 
knowing and remembering 
scripture, becoming healthier 
and safer, valuing their God-
given identities, stopping abuse, 
loving their wives, recovering from 
trauma, and many more. 

No matter your ministry, ABF 
can add to your effectiveness 
because it accounts for all 
artistic forms of  communication, 
imagines all kinds of  Kingdom 
growth, and emphasizes the 
context of  community. You 
learn how to empower other 
people to use their own forms of 
communication, which are easier, 
quicker, and more effective for 
their context, and you strengthen 
them by affirming their God-
given identity.



56     Orality Journal, Volume 5, Number 2, 2016    Brian Schrag

What’s ABF like?
ABF is a rich experience, 
integrating non-written teaching 
methods throughout and enacting 
multiple arts together, all with a 
focus on teaching practical skills 
and attitudes. Enveloping these 
activities are our sacred moments of 
Arts with God. Every morning, we 
provide a framework for participants 
to communicate with God through 
scripture in diverse artistic forms. We 
guide you in dance, drama, visual arts, 
storytelling, and other arts, opening 
up new ways for you to know God. 
Many participants say Arts with God 
is their favorite part of ABF, since it 
opens their minds, hearts, and 
bodies to let God change them.

Unpacking the Process: Creating 
Local Arts Together
The three kinds of conversations 
outlined above (be with, learn 
from, work toward) show us that 
our process is a form of natural 
exchanges based on relationships. 
It is conceptually simple. But there’s a 
whole lot of variability hidden under 
there. That’s why we give you more 
detailed guidance in ABF, where 
we introduce you to the expanded 
seven facets of Creating Local Arts 
Together (also known as CLAT). 

The course textbook, Creating 
Local Arts Together: A Manual 
to Help Communities Reach their 

Kingdom Goals, is structured as 
seven chapters that correspond 
to these seven steps, presented 
below. CLAT is a flexible model, 
drenched in participatory 
community interaction, helping 
arts advocates and communities 
choose and evaluate activities that 
result in Kingdom growth. The arts 
advocate adopts a role primarily 
as a facilitator of the process. The 
seven steps in the CLAT process 
are developed in this way:
1. Meet a Community and Its 

Arts. Explore artistic and 
social resources that exist in the 
community. Performing Step 1 
allows you to build relationships, 
involve and understand the 
people, and discover the hidden 
treasures of the community.

2. Specify Goals. Discover the goals 
that the community wants to 
work toward. Performing Step 2 
ensures that you are helping the 
community work toward aims 
that they have agreed on together.

3. Select Effects, Content, Genre, 
and Events. With the community, 
choose an artistic genre that 
can help the community meet 
its goals; find activities that can 
result in purposeful creativity 
in this genre. Performing Step 
3 reveals the mechanisms that 
relate certain kinds of artistic 
activity to its effects, so that 
the activities the community 
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performs have a high chance 
of succeeding.

4. Analyze an Event Containing 
the Chosen Genre. Describe the 
event and its genre(s) in terms 
of artistic form and cultural 
context. Performing Step 4 
results in detailed knowledge 
of  the art forms that is 
crucial to sparking creativity, 
improving what is produced, 
and integrating it into the 
community.

5. Spark Creativity. Work with 
the community to encourage 
the creation of  local arts 
towards their Kingdom goals. 
Performing Step 5 actually 
produces new artistic works, 
initiatives, or events.

6. Improve Results. Together with the 
community, evaluate outcomes 
of the sparking activities and 
make them better. Performing 
Step 6 makes sure that the new 
artistry exhibits the aesthetic 
qualities, produces the impacts, 
and communicates the intended 
messages at a level of quality 
appropriate to its purposes.

7. Integrate and Celebrate for 
Continuity. Plan and implement 
ways with the community that 
this new kind of creativity can 
continue into the future. Identify 
more contexts where the new 
and old arts can be displayed 
and performed. Performing 

Step 7 makes it more likely that 
a community will keep making 
its arts in ways that produce 
good effects long into the future.

What should I do now?
1. Talk with your colleagues, 

friends, and supervisors about 
ABF. It’s great to take the 
workshop as an individual, 
but even better with a team 
so you can explore and plan 
together. ABF instructors will 
accommodate and support your 
particular group goals as much 
as possible. We want people to 
leave with plans that will truly 
have impact in the world.

2. To see where workshops are 
currently being held, go to 
www.artsforabetterfuture.org. 
If there isn’t an ABF already 
planned within your reach, write 
arts4abetterfuture@gmail.com to 
explore the possibility of hosting 
the course at a venue near you.

3. Think with us about how to 
integrate these principles into 
communities around the world. 
How can you help yourself, your 
team, or others follow through 
with implementing the plan you 
have created in ABF? How can 
we empower others with this 
approach? Could you encourage 
others through your role as a 
supervisor, mentor, teacher, or 
team leader?
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From Here to Heaven
Arts for a Better Future is about 
Jesus expanding his Kingdom 
through the diversity of  all 
the wonderful languages and 
cultures he made. The Kingdom 
he founded on earth will not end 
when we die, but will explode 
in unimaginable ways that we 
will experience as full citizens 
of  heaven. Listen to Harriette 
describing how ABF helped her 
on the road to heaven, and think 
about who else we can invite. 

“ABF changes your life. It 
changes your view on your 
culture. When you’re aware 
of  a new way in the arts 
and in your culture to bless 
others and to love God, it 
blows your mind. It’s heart-
boggling! Sometimes, when 

1The quotes at the beginning and end of this article have been taken from Robin 
Harris’ interview with ABF participant Harriette, March 13, 2015, at Alaska 
Bible College. Photo and quotes used with permission.

2LEaD Alaska is a discipleship community focused on training Native followers 
of Jesus: leadalaska.org

3For an example, see my own story, “Arts Consultants at Work: Chorale Ayo,” at 
vimeo.com/143918920. When teaching, however, I tell the story and show pictures 
live, rather than using a recording.

4Adapted from “Communication Across Barriers,” 
www.combarriers.com/node/41.

my day is over I think about 
this week of  ABF. It just 
blesses me to where I start 
crying tears of  joy. Because 
as a Christian and as a native 
woman, I look beyond the 
earthly... I say, Lord... this is 
where I'm going, and despite 
everything that's going on, I 
see the prize, I strive for it. I 
jump for joy inside to know 
that, finally, I’m aware of  a 
way to give God the glory as 
a native lady.”

http://www.orality.net
http://leadalaska.org
http://vimeo.com/143918920
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Designing Arts Workshops
Kenneth R. Hollingsworth and Héber Negrão1 

Ken Hollingsworth, a graduate of  Elon University with a double major 
in vocal music and English, studied ethnomusicology under Dr. Vida 
Chenoweth as part of  an MA in linguistics at University of  Texas–
Arlington. He and his wife, Judy, oversaw the translation of  the Mofu-
Gudur New Testament in Cameroon. Ken has led numerous music 
workshops in Cameroon and Chad. He served as an adjunct professor 
of  ethnomusicology at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary from 
1997–2000.

Héber Negrão has an MA in ethnomusicology. He is a member of  the 
Mission Commission of  the World Evangelical Alliance, International 
Council of  Ethnodoxologists, and Asociación Latino Americana de Etno 
Artes. He and his wife, Sophia, are missionaries with Missão Evangélica aos 
Índios do Brasil and with Associação Linguística Evangélica Missionária 
where he works as Coordinator of  Anthropology and Ethnoarts.

Getting Organized: What To Do 
before Inviting the Participants

Sometimes, an outside 
organization will ask you to 

organize an arts workshop. In other 
instances, you will be the one who 
is the initiator. In either case, there 
are certain things to determine even 
before you send out the invitations. 
This may require starting a year or 
more in advance. 

Audience
You must define for whom 
the workshop is aimed. Is the 
workshop for mission or church 
leaders in order to train others? Is it 
only for skilled musicians who are 
already actively “doing” art/music? 

Is it for mother-tongue speakers to 
compose in their own music and 
language? Once you decide your 
target audience, you can then better 
define your goals and participants 
to invite.

Goals
What is the ultimate goal of  the 
workshop? Is it to produce hymns 
or other art? Or do you have more 
modest goals such as introducing 
the idea of  using indigenous music 
and art in local worship, doing a 
survey of  local arts, etc., perhaps 
as a first step towards inspiring the 
creation of  local Christian art? 
Knowing your ultimate goal will 
help you determine the instruction 
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and activities and give you an 
idea of  whom you should invite 
to the workshop. 

Participants
Who should come to this workshop? 
Is it for one language group or for a 
number of  language groups from a 
certain area? Who from a language 
group should attend? Determine 
who you want as participants and 
their qualifications. Do they need 
to be able to communicate in their 
mother tongue? Will you invite 
only believers, or can non-Christian 
artists attend? Do participants need 
to be recommended by a pastor or 
their church elders? Will you require 
that at least two people from a 
language attend so they can work 
as a team/group? Do they need to 
have already composed music, done 
storytelling, or created a drama?

Dates, Times, and Duration
When will the workshop be held 
and for how many days? The 
dates of the workshop should be 
determined by when the potential 
participants would be most free to 
come: dry season for people who 
are farmers, weekends or evenings 
for city people who work during 
the day, etc. The length of the 
workshop and the starting and 
ending days should consider how 
far the participants would need 
to travel.

You will need to determine how 
long the workshop should run. 
Do you need to present several 
workshops, spaced out over a 
period of  time? That is, should 
you teach some principles, send 
the people home to work on what 
has been taught, then after several 
months or a year, bring them back 
to build on what they have done? 
Most groups find either a four-day 
or a two-week workshop adequate, 
especially if there can be a follow-
up workshop several months to a 
year later. If you are conducting 
8:00–5:00 sessions, you will need to 
decide whether evening or weekend 
sessions are also necessary.

The location of the workshop 
must also be determined. Is the 
site located where it is convenient 
for the participants to get to, 
especially those coming by public 
transportation? Does the site have 
an adequate meeting room? Does it 
have adequate space for sleeping, 
eating, and washing? Are there 
places where groups can compose 
music or do other art without being 
disturbed?

Staff
Who should help staff  this 
workshop? Who can serve as 
teacher or mentor? What language 
or languages will be used for 
instruction in the workshop? 
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Are interpreters for one or more 
languages needed? Who will help 
with the practical needs such as 
workshop administration: to 
collect fees, pay bills, and otherwise 
see to people’s needs, cooking, 
recording the songs produced, and 
duplicating cassettes or CDs for the 
participants to take home?

Funding
Where will the funding for the 
workshop come from? How 
much funding is available? How 
much should the participants pay? 
Should the participants pay in cash 
or provide food items? The funding 
available may be the major factor as 
to how long the workshop will run.

Pre-workshop Information
Decide what information, if any, needs 
to be obtained from the participants 
before the workshop and how to 
obtain it. A good thing to know for 
a hymn-composing workshop is 
what scripture, if any, exists in the 
language of the participants.

Decide what kinds of things the 
participants need to bring to the 
workshop—toilet items, towel, 
sheet, sleeping mat, Bible, pen, 
notebook, etc.—and also what 
other things participants might have 
available such as cassette recorders, 
cell phones with recorders, 
indigenous music instruments, etc.

Prayer Team
It is very helpful and necessary to 
have a team of people praying for 
you and the workshop, in addition 
to your own prayers.

Once you have established these 
things—goals, dates, places, 
participant information, etc.—you 
can invite participants to the event. 
Make sure you have given directions 
to the center where the workshop 
will be held and specify any costs to 
be borne by the participant. Now 
you are ready to begin planning the 
workshop content and timetable.

Determining the Workshop 
Content
Planning and Flexibility 
If the main goal of the workshop is 
to create scripture hymns or some 
other artwork based on scripture, 
some leaders are happy to simply 
have a minimum of a start time, 
prayer time, meal times, etc., and 
leave the rest to the leading of the 
Holy Spirit. While this seems to 
work well for some—especially 
for those who have considerable 
previous experience in leading 
arts workshops—other workshop 
planners feel the need for a precise 
timetable of events. 

This doesn’t mean that lessons 
and times can’t be changed as the 
workshop takes place. Flexibility 
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is essential. But for leaders and 
workshop participants who like to 
know what is happening and when, 
a timetable can give confidence 
to everyone that the workshop is 
organized and heading in a good 
direction.

Establishing a Daily Rhythm
We recommend structuring 
the content by charting a daily 
schedule. Much of the structure 
will depend upon the customs of 
the locale where you are holding 
the workshop. In hotter climates, 
this may mean beginning with 
an early breakfast (7:00–7:30 
AM), followed by a devotional 
time of thirty minutes or more. 
Somewhere in midmorning there 
should be a break time for coffee 
or tea. Other time slots to fill 
are lunch at midday, a possible 
siesta and/or another break in the 
afternoon, followed by a meal at 
sundown or soon afterwards. The 
time periods in between the fixed 
time slots are times for teaching 
and creating.

Shaping the Content
If  this is the first time for many 
of  the participants to attend 
an arts workshop, participants 
need some biblical groundwork 
for using local arts in worship. 
Often, it is helpful for them to see 
or hear examples of how others 

have created songs or drama or 
art for the Lord. This could also 
be done in evening sessions. 

Participants may need guidance 
on to how to begin creating songs, 
dance, drama, etc. in their own 
style and language. Be careful not 
to do excessive lecturing at the 
beginning! Too much theory will 
dampen enthusiasm for creating 
and reduce the time needed to 
create. Remember that many 
adults come to workshops with 
considerable experience. The key 
is to draw out this experience and 
help participants use their expertise 
and knowledge in new ways. Many 
adults only need a few examples as 
models in order to move directly 
into the creation phase. Remember 
to leave plenty of time for creating 
new songs, dramas, etc. Creativity 
takes time!

For creating hymns, it is advisable 
to start small. Begin with a bit of 
teaching, followed by an effort to 
work with a short biblical text. 
If  you are creating a drama, start 
with a simple idea and aim for 
a sketch of one or two minutes. 
With this simple beginning, you 
can expand with more extensive 
lectures, discovery times, and 
additional assignments to create 
more lengthy songs, dramatic 
productions, etc.
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Discussion Times and Group 
Sharing 
In structuring the class sessions, 
remember that people learn best 
when they can discuss among 
themselves the subject taught or 
otherwise apply what they have just 
learned. It is profitable therefore to 
take time to process what you are 
learning in small or large groups 
after each class presentation. If 
your audience consists of people 
of  various ethnic groups, it is 
usually most advantageous to 
have members 
of  the same 
group work 
t o g e t h e r . 
It is also 
advantageous, 
h o w e v e r , 
to discuss 
as a whole 
group so that 
participants 
can share their 
experiences 
and learn from 
each other.

Preparing Summaries of  Key 
Principles 
Many groups appreciate having 
summaries of the principles taught 
and what they have learned. 
Sometimes, it is helpful to ask one 
or two of the participants to prepare 
a five- to ten-minute summary 

of one or more topics covered 
in the previous day. In addition 
to serving as a group review, the 
summaries give the director an idea 
of what is important to students 
and also allow for catching any 
misconceptions of the material 
taught. 

Giving Attention to Recording for 
Future Reference
It is helpful to the participants if 
they have a way to remember the 
tunes they are creating. During the 

song creation time, they could use 
a cassette recorder, a cell phone 
with recorder, or some other digital 
recorder. Participants also find it 
helpful to be able to take home a 
copy of the final product. 

For a permanent copy of  the final 
product they could have a cassette 
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tape, CD, or DVD, depending 
on the media player they have 
at their disposal at home. The 
workshop staff  should think of 
a way to provide a recording of 
the final product in either audio 
or video form.

Remembering the Closing 
Ceremony
An essential part of the workshop 
is the closing ceremony. This can be 
done only for participants or for 
outsiders invited by participants. At 

the ceremony, different individuals 
or groups can perform the songs 
or dramas they’ve created. They 
can also do skits which teach 
some of the principles they have 
learned during the workshop. The 
workshop organizer generally 
gives a speech outlining the goals 
and hopes for the workshop and 
recognizes the contributions of 
the staff  and others. In many 
instances it is customary to award 
“Certificates of Participation” to 
the participants.

1This article is adapted from an article originally published in Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook, eds. James R. Krabill 
(managing editor), Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, Brian Schrag (Pasadena:
William Carey Library, 2013) and is used here with permission.
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The Worship Wheel
Todd Saurman1 

Todd Saurman has a BS in Music Therapy, an MA in Intercultural Studies/
Ethnomusicology, and a PhD in Social Science. He has worked in Asia 
with SIL International for the last eighteen years as an advocate for the 
music and arts of  ethnic minority groups. In Thailand, he trains others 
as catalysts for the creation of  culturally relevant arts throughout Asia.

We developed the “Worship 
Wheel” as a tool or set 

of  modules for use in music 
workshops with Christ-followers 
from indigenous minority 
groups in Asia.2  Many workshop 
participants have responded 
positively to this tool and other 
workshop leaders throughout 
the world have reported on its 
usefulness in their specific contexts. 

It is based on the idea that, 
depending upon the culture, music 
can be used for a wide variety of 
purposes as it is combined with 
beneficial texts. This music and its 
texts can be directed toward 

1. us, the composers; 
2.  others; 
3. God; or 
4. various combinations 
 of all three. 

Although there are already 
beneficial uses of music in many 
communities prior to the coming 
of the gospel message, we have 
observed in our work that borrowed 

and translated songs are often used 
for these purposes at the expense 
of the local music. 

While the Worship Wheel can be 
used for liturgical development, 
it is also intended for use in the 
larger sense of “worship” as service 
to the Lord through transformed 
lives. This worship involves offering 
ourselves and our cultures as a 
living sacrifice of praise, where 
there is no need to conform to 
forms of worship imported from 
the rest of the world (Rom. 12:1-2). 

The Worship Wheel has proved 
to be a useful tool, not only for 
contextualizing worship experiences 
at church gatherings, but also for 
engaging with communities outside 
of the Church. It has often been 
used as a practical way to encourage 
believers who are cultural insiders 
to reflect on many possible ways 
to use the music and arts of their 
culture as acts of worship within 
their communities and throughout 
their lives.
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The Worship Wheel3 is usually 
one of the last sets of activities 
we lead during a music workshop. 
Sometimes, we have even had to 
wait for follow-up workshops, 
especially if no local composers 
were present at the workshop. 
Together with the participants, 
we need to first deepen our 
understanding of how music and 
the arts are typically used within 
their communities. We also need 
to help participants realize that 
we are not trying to impose forms 
used by other communities, nor 
are we trying to push people to 
create unnatural or inauthentic 
expressions of their faith. Usually, 
we wait until people are already 
creating songs in natural and 

authentic ways. At that point, this 
tool helps them find a wider variety 
of  culturally appropriate song 
genres, themes, and uses that may 
even incorporate other arts as well. 

After various song genres and uses 
for songs have been explored, and at 
least some songs have been created, 
we reflect on how some of these 
song genres are used and how they 
might be adapted as expressions of 
a believer’s life and faith. We begin 
by presenting only the inner four 
parts of the wheel, which consist 
of the following categories: 

1. songs for when you are by 
yourself or songs for self 

2. songs for others 
3. songs to God 
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4. songs for special occasions—
such as ceremonies, festivals, 
or celebrations 

Often, we present and explore just 
one of these categories at a time, 
depending upon the genres and uses 
that the group has already explored. 
These four categories are not 
mutually exclusive. The advantage 
of the four categories is that they help 
participants think of types of songs 
not yet explored in the workshop. 
These new types include some that 
believers had not previously thought 
of using to express their faith. 

The outer part of the diagram—at 
the ends of the arrows—is derived 
from previous workshops and is 
only a guide to help the leaders spark 
ideas, preferably from song types 
and contexts discussed previously 
by the group. Some of the uses listed 
on the outer part of the diagram 
may not be relevant or appropriate, 
and often groups will offer new 
ideas. The list is always expanding 
and changing, depending upon the 
culture to which the activities are 
applied. Every group is different, 
and the participants will benefit 
most from the activity if the ideas 
come from them. 

We added “the Holy Spirit” in 
the middle of the diagram at the 
wise suggestion of a seasoned 

missionary who no doubt saw 
that without the discernment 
and transformation that the 
Spirit brings, the activities could 
encourage conformity to the forms 
of a culture rather than an organic 
transformation of the culture. 

The activity does not need to be 
presented as a circular “wheel” 
at all. One workshop leader 
has adapted it as a tree. Others 
have just made lists under each 
of  the four categories. The 
most important aspect of  this 
workshop tool is the principle 
of  exploring cultural song 
types and how believers could 
creatively use them to express 
and communicate their faith. 
The activity can be used to 
compare the types of  songs 
sung in church and the types 
of  songs typically used within 
their culture. For example, there 
may be no Christian songs that 
teach stories from the Bible, 
but there may be many songs 
from the culture that either tell 
stories or are part of  traditional 
storytelling. 

Ephesians 5:15-20 is a great 
devotional to introduce the four 
main sections of the wheel. There 
are various kinds of songs: 

1.  We “speak to one 
another”—songs for others. 
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2.  Music we “make in our 
hearts”—songs for when 
we are by ourselves. 

3.  Music to the Lord, including 
giving thanks to God for 
everything—songs to the 
Lord. 

4.  Verses 15 and 16 talk about 
wisely making the most of 
every opportunity—which 
could easily include songs 
for special occasions, such 
as ceremonies, celebrations, 
and festivals. 

1This article is adapted from an article originally published in Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook, eds. James R. Krabill 
(managing editor), Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, Brian Schrag (Pasadena: 
William Carey Library, 2013) and is used here with permission.
  
2For a more detailed description of how to facilitate an arts creation workshop 
using the Worship Wheel, see chapter 122 (pp. 380–388) of the Ethnodoxology 
Handbook, “Encouraging the Development of Relevant Arts in the Lives of 
Believers” by Todd and Mary Beth Saurman.
  
3 Worship Wheel figure: Todd and Mary Saurman, 1999; adapted by Brian Schrag, 
2011; updated 2016.

The lists developed in a workshop 
can be a resource for church 
leaders and composers for years 
to come. About seven years after 
one workshop, we returned to 
that area. One of the participants 
showed me his notes around the 
Worship Wheel on the yellowed 
pages of  his old weathered 
notebook. It soon became 
obvious that the exercise helped 
him do further research on his 
community’s musical heritage 
and for contextualizing his faith.
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Tapping into Community Gifts by Commissioning 
Artistic Works
Paul Neeley1 

Paul Neeley has lived in Africa for years working with SIL, leading music 
workshops with nearly forty ethnic groups. He is also involved with music 
and arts ministries in Asia. He is part of  Artists in Christian Testimony, 
International Orality Network, Heart Sounds International, and is a co-
founder of  the International Council of  Ethnodoxologists. He has published 
three books, over fifty articles, and edited the journal EthnoDoxology. 
He teaches ethnomusicology and global worship at several schools and 
consults for multiple mission agencies. Paul has co-founded global worship 
ensembles and produces CDs.

New works can substantially 
affect attitudes towards 

using indigenous art forms with 
Christian content, encouraging 
others to use them as well. 
This can be especially true if 
more than one artistic work is 
commissioned and created (e.g., 
a corpus of  ten new songs or 
stories and dramas inspired by 
biblical narratives). 

I use the phrase “commissioning 
artistic works” to refer to a 
facilitator who provides the 
impetus for an indigenous or 
local artist to create a particular 
artistic work. The facilitator, 
who may be either a cultural 
insider or outsider, asks for 
a song, drama, sculpture, or 
other work to be created and 
suggests potential themes to be 
communicated, scriptural or 

otherwise. The artistic work may 
be geared towards use in or out 
of  the church setting.

Decision Makers
The original facilitator may 
make some or all of  the choices 
involved in commissioning a 
work.2  Or the facilitator may 
realize the need for artistic works 
made with culturally appropriate 
forms, then give most of the detail 
work to someone else who has 
shown some interest and skill. 
This situation worked well in 
examples from the Yoruba in 
Nigeria and Sabaot in Kenya.3  

A team approach can also be 
used where cultural insiders and 
outsiders share their knowledge 
and creative ideas.

The decisions may be made 
in any order according to the 
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situation. For example, if  a 
biblical text—the message—is 
chosen first, that decision will 
influence which genre of  music, 
poetry, or other art form is 
chosen, and the genre in turn will 
influence the choice of  creator. 
Alternatively, the creator may be 
chosen first, and that creator may 
have a preferred genre in a certain 
artistic domain, which will then 
influence the choice of  message 
to be communicated.

Commissioning an Artistic 
Work: Four Key Considerations
Th e re  a re  fo u r  b a s i c 
considerations in commissioning 
an artistic work: the artistic 
genre, the creator, the message 
to be communicated, and how 
the completed work will be 
made public. 

Choosing the artistic genre. To 
choose an appropriate genre for 
an artistic work, research local 
artistic resources, including the 
typical method used for creating 
a new work within each genre being 
considered.

Choosing the creator. When 
choosing someone to create a 
work, look for someone who has 
experience in creating new works 
and is recognized as experienced by 
others in the culture. The society 

in which you work may have many 
such qualified people to choose 
from, or perhaps only one or two 
old people. 

Note that in some cases the choice 
of  certain artistic genres may 
automatically determine the gender 
of the creator. Local people will 
be able to make a list of potential 
experienced creators. Be aware 
that many creators specialize in a 
specific area within their artistic 
domain (e.g., two out of twelve 
dance forms in the society).

In some cultures, the number 
of  Christians may be very 
small, and it may be difficult 
to find someone who is both a 
Christian and has experience 
creating artistic works. In 
this case, you can consider 
commissioning a work from 
a non-Christian. Questions to 
ask in this case include:

• Is he or she interested?
• Is he or she respected by the 

community? By the church?
• If  his or her name is made 

known, will that be a help or a 
hindrance to acceptance of the 
work?

• What do local Christians think 
of the idea?

• How might non-Christians 
react?
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• What will local Christians think 
of the recompense of money 
or materials to a non-Christian 
artist? How will this affect 
relationships?

• If  there are local Christian 
artists, will they feel snubbed?

There have been situations where 
commissioning a scripture song 
from a non-Christian composer 
was an acceptable plan. For 
example, among the Akyode 
of  Ghana, the culture’s most 
respected and popular musician 
was not a Christian. However, he 
had a good reputation within the 
society, his name would actually 
help the song’s acceptance, he 
was interested in the idea, and the 
local church saw nothing wrong in 
approaching him.4  In the Nkonya 
culture of  Ghana, however, the 
most famous composer was 
viewed as a drunkard, and the 
local church decided not to 
approach him.

In some cultures, there is 
already an established role for 
composers who create songs for 
other people. In West Africa, 
especially in areas influenced by 
Islam, there may be a local form 
of  griot (praise singer). There 
are examples from Nigeria, 
Benin, and Ghana where such 
a Muslim praise singer agreed 

to work with a biblical text to 
compose and record a scripture 
song.5 Investigate the musical 
culture in your area to see if 
an institutionalized form of 
composing for patrons is already 
in place. Such professional 
composers are used to working 
for a cash payment. “Composers-
for-hire” also appear in some 
Asian cultures, including parts 
of  Nepal and the Philippines.

The composer of a commissioned 
song or art piece usually gets 
some sort of  recompense, such 
as public recognition, a free 
recording, a gift, medical care, 
or cash. In some places, the 
facilitator agrees to pay a fixed 
price for the composing and 
recording of  each commissioned 
song or artwork.6 In other cases, 
there may be a looser agreement 
concerning recompense.

Choosing the message. The 
choice of  message for the 
artwork will be made hand in 
hand with the choice of  genre 
for reasons of  both emotional 
fit and message fit. One would 
probably not try to fit joyful 
lyrics with the musical genre of 
a funeral dirge.

Research is necessary to match 
message and art forms together. 
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Fo r  ex a m p l e , 
examine sample 
lyrics in the musical 
or poetic genres you 
are considering. 
Some genres may 
a c c o m m o d a t e 
lyrics of  literally 
epic proportions, 
while the lyrics 
of  other genres 
m ay  t y p i c a l l y 
be one sentence 
long.  Potential 
messages can be 
paired with the 
most appropriate 
genre(s). Genres 
that require short 
lyrics work well with a message 
from a stand-alone Bible verse. 
A different genre may be used 
for a lengthy passage or an 
entire story. Similar research 
applies for other ar tistic 
domains.

Composers will find it extremely 
helpful if  the facilitator recites 
the message line by line until it 
is memorized. In some cases, 
the facilitator may want to be 
involved with arranging the 
text into lyrical form, such 
as verse and chorus, or call 
and response.7 In other cases, 
the composer may do all such 
arranging of  lyrical lines. 

Some changes will probably 
be made in the scriptural text 
when adapting it for song 
lyrics, drama, painting, or 
other possible domains. The 
completed artistic work should 
be checked by a local pastor to 
ensure that the message has been 
communicated correctly and that 
it sounds or looks natural in the 
local idioms.

Local church leaders may 
be invited to be involved in 
choosing the message. For 
example, church leaders in 
Ghana were asked to choose 
their own favorite verses from 
a Gospel and then request 
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someone in their congregation 
to set these verses to music 
within a month. In another 
group, church leaders were 
assembled and assigned specific 
passages. They were asked to 
work with composers in their 
congregations to compose a 
song within a few days. In both 
cases, initial discussions had 
previously been held.

Choosing how to make the new 
artistic work public. In many 
parts of  the world, giving a 
composer or artist a specific text 
and saying, “Please communicate 
this in a song or sculpture,” is 
not a typical method of creation. 
However, if  the motivation of 
the creator is strong enough, it 
may work. The artistic works 
can be composed “on request,” 
or “commissioned,” if  the artist 
understands that there is a good 
reason to do so. 

One such motivating factor 
can be an upcoming event 
that will provide a quick 
public use for the work. Songs 
have been commissioned for 
dedications of  houses, offices, 
literature publication, and for 
recordings and/or concerts. 
Commissioning scripture songs 
or dramas for other public 
gatherings is also possible 
(e.g., a special church service 
like Christmas or Easter). Find 
a way to get the dance, drama, 
sculpture, painting, or other 
artwork into public use fairly 
quickly, and this will motivate 
the creator.

However the details come 
together, commissioning artistic 
works can be a valuable way to 
help people catch a vision of  the 
benefits of  using local artistic 
works to impact their society 
for good.

1This article is adapted from an article originally published in Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook, eds. James R. Krabill 
(managing editor), Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, Brian Schrag (Pasadena: 
William Carey Library, 2013) and is used here with permission.
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2For case studies where the outsider facilitator, after considerable study, made 
most or all of the choices, see Paul Neeley, “A Case Study: Commissioning 
Scripture Songs among the Akyode of Ghana,” Research Review (Legon, Ghana: 
University of Ghana), supplementary issue, no. 10 (1997): 118–29; and Brian 
Schrag, “Commissioning Songs among the Mono of Zaire,” Research Review 
(Legon, Ghana: University of Ghana), supplementary issue, no. 10 (1997): 130–39.

3See Neeley, “Commissioning Scripture Songs.”

4Ibid.
   
5Ibid.; Klaus Wedekind, “The Praise Singers,” Bible Translator 26, no. 2 (1975): 
245–47. 

6See the Sabaot example in Neeley, “Commissioning Scripture Songs,” Handbook 
chpt 147.
   
7See Paul Neeley, “Basic Guidelines for Adapting Written Scriptural Texts into 
Song Lyrics,” Notes on Translation 10, no. 2 (1996): 41–51.
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Integrating Arts and Preaching
Rochelle Cathcart Scheuermann1 

Rochelle Cathcart Scheuermann (PhD) is director and assistant professor 
of  Intercultural Studies at Lincoln Christian University. She completed 
her MDiv at the Assemblies of  God Theological Seminary and a PhD in 
Intercultural Studies at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. Her dissertation 
focused on preaching and culture. She has ministered in Southeast Asia, 
served as associate pastor at a church plant in Salt Lake City, Utah, and 
co-authored the textbook Preaching in the Contemporary World.

I’ve never been good at making up 
stories on the spot, but when my 

nephew looks at me with his big, 
blue eyes and says, “Aunt Rochelle, 
will you tell me a story?” it is hard 
to resist. He picks the key character 
(usually a T-Rex), but the rest is up 
to me. The best stories are simple, 
filled with concrete descriptions 
from everyday life, and full of 
suspense. When I tell a good story, 
you can see the goosebumps on his 
skin, hear his breathing slow, and 
watch his eyes widen with emotion 
and anticipation. Although I rarely 
remember the plots, my nephew 
has begged me to tell the same 
story weeks and months later. 
He remembers because I excited 
his emotions and engaged his 
imagination.

The arts do many things for us. 
They allow us to express ourselves, 
be creative, and enter new worlds; 
they can awaken emotions and 
imaginations and connect with 

us in deep and profound ways. 
What we feel, we remember more 
vividly. What we experience—
through action, imagination, and 
identification—we more readily 
recall. Advertisers, educators, and 
rhetoricians recognize that visual 
and aural messages are understood 
faster and remembered longer 
than words alone. Research by 
the 3M Corporation suggests 
that visual items are taken in sixty 
thousand times faster than text.2 
Why not harness the power of arts 
in sermons? 

Some people fear bringing 
arts into the preaching event, 
concerned that the sacredness 
of  the event will become slave 
to empty entertainment, but 
this does not have to be the case. 
Through wise use of a variety of 
mediums, the preacher can use 
the God-given gifts of  the arts 
to herald the good news in ways 
that have maximum effect. Below 
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are some suggestions on how the 
preacher can incorporate the arts 
into the preaching event. This list 
certainly isn’t exhaustive; it is 
intended, instead, to get creative 
juices flowing. 

Storytelling 
Storytelling is a powerful way 
in which to connect with the 
audience. Done well, a story 
can engage emotions and 
imagination and, according to 
Robert Priest, (1) allow hearers 
to “vicariously experience what 
the story’s actor experiences,” 
and (2) provide people “sufficient 
distance” from their own 
experiences to safely examine 
situations that directly speak 
into their lives.3  

The prophet Nathan understood 
this when he confronted King 
David about Bathsheba and Uriah. 
Had Nathan directly accused 
David of adultery and murder, 
the prophet would likely have 
joined Uriah in the grave. Instead, 
Nathan tells a story. And not just 
any story, but one filled with sheep 
and shepherds—something David 
understood and identified with 
emotionally and experientially. 

Upon hearing the story David’s 
sense of justice is enflamed and 
he pronounces judgment on the 

situation before realizing he is 
pronouncing judgment on himself. 
Through story, Nathan indirectly 
addresses the issue at hand and 
gets “David’s conscience to work 
collaboratively with [Nathan’s] 
external pronouncement of sin 
and judgment.”4  

Below are a few tips for storytelling: 
• Remember to tell the story, not 

tell about a story.5 There is a 
big difference. People aren’t as 
interested when you summarize 
a story or explain it. The power 
of a good story, told well, is that 
it explains itself.

• Tell the story without 
interrupting the narrative.6 It 
is harder to understand a movie 
and experience the full impact 
of the plot if you keep hitting 
the pause button. In the same 
way, if you constantly interrupt 
the story, people will have a hard 
time tracking with you.

• View the entire sermon as 
a story. This does not mean 
you ignore propositional 
truth or explanations of deep 
theological issues, but as one 
noted communicator says, every 
sermon should have an “arc,” 
an underlying story line that is 
going somewhere and leading 
to a key moment.7  
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 The sermon should not be a 
newscast, it should be a story. “A 
newscast,” this same preacher 
says, “is a series of  linear 
fragments that are lined up 
with no relation to each other, 
and you can turn it off at any 
point because of that.” A story, 
however, is connected—you can 
“be sucked in completely in three 
minutes.”8  Where “newscast” 
sermons can be turned off at any 
point, a sermon with an arc will 
keep the audience engaged. 

• Remember that word choice 
matters. The best stories are 
told in concrete language the 
audience understands. Words 
can inspire worlds of meaning. 
One preacher phrases scripture 
in the urban, earthy, inner-
city language of the “street” 
with which his audience best 
identifies. Where Psalm 102:2 
says, “Do not hide your face 
from me when I am in distress,” 
this pastor cries out, “God, this 
ain’t the time to play hide-and-
seek. This ain’t the time, God, 
that I need you to be distant 
from me.”

• Use traditional storytelling 
methods. How does your own 
culture transmit stories? Does 
it include sound effects, chants, 
repetition, etc.? Are there proverbs 

or other traditional stories from 
your culture that parallel the 
message? Use the stories and the 
storytelling methods that best 
speak to your audience.

Songs
Few of us remember long passages 
of text (e.g., memorizing whole 
chapters or books of the Bible). 
The issue, however, is not one of 
inability, but rather medium. Think 
about how many songs you know by 
heart—hundreds, thousands? Even 
when there aren’t words or we don’t 
understand the words, music creates 
feelings and moods. We might not 
cry just because the main character 
in a movie dies, but if we hear a 
lamenting song when the character 
dies, we are moved to tears. Below 
are a few tips for utilizing song: 

• Have the congregation sing a 
song that matches the message. 
Recently, my pastor had the 
congregation sing a song of 
meditation in the middle of his 
sermon that brought the words 
of his first point to life. 
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• Play music in the background. 
African-American churches 
often accent the preacher’s 
message with music. The music 
ebbs and flows in response, in 
echo, or in unison with the 
preacher’s words, increasing the 
listener’s participation with the 
sermon. 

• Play a song as part of  the 
message. I was in a service once 
where the preacher critiqued the 
fast-paced, “busy, busy, busy, get 
and grasp as much as you can” 
kind of life that typifies many 
Americans. There are three 
kinds of hands that describe us, 
he said (using Ecc. 4:5-6), and 
modern American life is often 
like “two handfuls with toil and 
chasing after the wind” (v. 6). 

 To demonstrate this, he played 
the opening words of a popular 
rap song over the sound system. 
When the clip was done, he asked 
the audience if they understood 
the two grasping hands. “Yes,” 
the audience replied. He later 
circled the topic and the song 
was again used to make and 
explain his point. When I 
heard that song on TV a few 
weeks later, my mind instantly 
thought, “Grasping after the 
world,” and the message of the 
sermon was renewed in me. 

Painting and Sculpting
It is harder to use painting and 
sculpting within the sermon itself, 
but there are ways that preachers 
have used these effectively.
• Focus on a painting or sculpture 

in the sermon. One Easter, I sat in 
a service where chairs were lined 
up to face an artist’s depiction of 
the seven stations of the cross. As 
each picture was contemplated, 
a man and woman in the back 
of the room dramatically read 
the matching scripture. 

 Likewise, Rick Blackwood 
describes a six-part sermon 
series he preached on the 
attributes of God, in which 
he used one painting for 
each sermon. During the last 
sermon, the six paintings were 
hung together to form a cross. 
Visually, people were able to see 
how the attributes of God came 
into play at the cross. The final 
sermon was on God’s holiness 
and, as Blackwood talked of 
our inability to be holy without 
God’s sacrifice, he put red paint 
on the picture of God’s feet.9

• Pictures and videos. Not every 
church has a projection system 
to play video clips or show 
photographs. For those that 
do—or those that find creative 
ways in which to do this—the 
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use of pictorial images, as the old 
adage says, often “speak louder 
than words.” Let people who are 
gifted in photography visually 
“capture” what you want to 
say, and let the picture say it. 

Recently, a city close to where 
I was born was destroyed by a 
tornado. I thought I understood 
the destruction when I heard 
word descriptions, and I was sad 
to hear about it. However, when 

BECAUSE HE LIVES WE CAN FACE TOMORROW10
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I saw my first photograph of a 
neighborhood that was literally 
wiped off the earth, I felt like 
someone had punched me, and 
I cried. 

 
Drama
One of the benefits of drama is that 
it brings words and events to life, 
makes them believable, and makes 
them real. The key to drama is in 
the action; however, the action does 
not have to be complicated.
• Get into character. If you have a 

flare for the dramatic, dress up 
and tell the biblical story from 
a first-person point of view. 
Even without a costume, act 
out what you are telling. “The 
resurrection is like a boxer,” 
one preacher announced while 
jumping around the stage like 
a boxer in a boxing ring. He 
acted out a fight in which the 
opponent could not defeat 
him, although the opponent 
gave him his hardest punch. At 
the end, Jesus was said to have 
remained standing after Satan’s 
hardest punch, and the preacher 
summarized, “O death, where is 
your victory? O grave, where is 
your right hook?”

• Recite the biblical text with 
passion and feeling and get into 
character through your tone, 
volume, and speed.

• Present a dramatic rendition 
of the text. When preaching on 
Acts 2, one church acted it out 
with simple drama. Five people 
stood on the stage with assigned 
parts, one narrated the scene. 
The sound of wind was played, 
flames were shown on the video 
screen, a chorus of  people 
shouted praise to God from the 
back of the auditorium, and the 
people onstage responded as if 
they were the Jews from various 
cities. Finally, a man stepped 
forward and dramatically 
proclaimed Peter’s words. This 
simple “drama” helped the 
audience remember that Acts 2 
is not just words—it is real story.

• Use smell to enhance the story. 
Are you talking about worship 
in the Old Testament? Have 
people walk up and down the 
aisle with incense. If you don’t 
want to bring a particular smell 
into the church, talk about it 
vividly (e.g., the smell of fresh 
baked bread, meat on the grill, 
smoke from a campfire, or 
rotting trash).

• Let others participate. Pull in 
volunteers to participate for a 
point. One sermon I heard was 
set up as a dialogue between 
God and a Christian struggling 
with lust. The preacher played 
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the Christian, and the audience 
was “God.” When “God” spoke, 
his lines appeared on the screen 
and the audience read them 
aloud together. The audience, in 
a sense, preached the message, 
proclaiming God’s good news 
on a topic with which many 
of them also struggled. How 
powerful!

Other Visuals
• Nature is God’s palette. The 

world in which we live every day 
is filled with props, pictures, and 
examples from which to draw. 
Talking about rocks crying out 
in praise? Hand everyone a stone 
before the sermon. Talking about 
what new birth means? Ask a 
couple in the audience to let you 
hold their baby while you talk 
about the possibilities that birth 
presents us. People understand 
the natural world around them, 
and using it in the sermon 
provides common, everyday ways 
by which they can continue to 
experience the sermon.

• Props, as one writer suggests, 
“serve as visuals that listeners 
deposit into their memory 
banks.”11 These don’t have to 
be elaborate. One preacher 
had seven lighted candles on 
the stage while he preached a 
series on the seven churches in 

Revelation. When God warns 
that he will blow out one 
church’s candle unless they 
repent, the preacher blew out 
a candle and waited in silence 
while the audience looked at 
the smoke hanging in the air. 

It should be mentioned that not 
everything works just because it 
can be classified under the arts. 
Chip and Dan Heath discovered 
that the key is to communicate in 
ways that stick. People take in and 
readily connect with information 
when it is simple, unexpected, 
concrete, credible, emotional, and 
framed in story.12  

Thinking of the sermon in terms 
of the arts, we might embrace 
one preacher’s idea that in the 
sermon you “want to work off 
of many different surfaces.” “I’ll 
try any method,” he says, “to get 
you thinking, feeling, touching, 
and smelling. I want to assault 
as many senses as possible. I 
want as many contact points as 
possible.”13 Preachers who use the 
arts—drama, dance, movie clips, 
sculpture, humor, mime, painting, 
smells, sounds, video, and more—
provide a place where a variety of 
people can be reached. And by 
using the arts, they help to “make 
memories that last a lifetime for 
church members.”14 
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2Michael Parkinson, “Visual Marketing Matters,” 24 Hour Company, 
www.24hrco.com/images/articles/VisualMarketingMatters.pdf, 2.
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Bringing Scripture to Life with Artistic Creativity
Julisa Rowe1 

Julisa Rowe is the Kenya country director of  Artists in Christian 
Testimony International, where she trains leaders in using drama 
as a powerful tool for communicating God’s truth and touching 
hearts for transformation. She has a BA in Theatre and an MA in 
Intercultural Ministries. She received a DMiss in Ethnodramatology 
from Western Seminary.

As the preacher walked toward 
the pulpit following the 

morning scripture recitation, he 
turned to the drama team and 
said, “I don’t need to preach 
now—it’s all been said!” After 
the service, congregants added, 
“It was all so clear! I understood 
everything in that passage! You 
really made me pay attention.” 
All we did was read or recite 
scripture with feeling, showing 
the action and picturing it for 
the congregation. Those few 
techniques helped people to 
experience the word in a new, 
fresh way. 

Over the years, I have worked 
with churches and drama teams 
to bring scripture alive, most 
recently working with churches 
in Kenya to put these techniques 
into regular practice.2 Here are 
some techniques we have used to 
help bring creativity and new life 
to proclaiming scripture. 

The Basics of  Dramatizing 
Scripture Stories
One challenge in scripture 
communication is the problem 
of one voice being monotonous. 
How can this be overcome? The 
first step in bringing scripture to 
life is reciting it aloud to yourself. 
You, as the leader dividing the 
scripture narrative, have the 
privilege of  steeping yourself  in 
God’s word. It will change you. 
It is the best Bible study you can 
ask for. 

Take time to reflect on the passage 
thoroughly, several times. Pray 
through it and about it. Begin 
to conceptualize ways that you 
can bring it to life, including the 
emotions and attitudes behind it. 
If possible, do a background study 
of the scripture passage—What is 
its historical context? Where was 
it written and why? Who wrote 
it, and who or what were they 
writing about?
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Next, divide the scripture passage 
according to the voices speaking 
in the passage—the different 
characters and the narrator. 
Passages of  scripture that are 
stories (i.e., with characters and a 
narrator inherent in the text) are 
the easiest to dramatize.

1. Look at the passage and list all 
the characters who speak.

2. Assign character parts to different 
people and help them find their 
place in the division of voices. 
Practice recounting the story as 
a group several times for fluency, 
meaning, and expression. 

3. Everything that is not spoken by 
a character is given to a narrator. 

Lining the readers up on stage with 
their scripts is an easy way to begin 
when dramatizing scripture. Just 

the simple act of dividing out the 
different voices of characters and 
narrator will help the congregation 
focus more readily on the content. 
Once you are comfortable with this 
technique, however, you can begin 
to bring in additional elements to 
bring even more life to the passage.

1. Have people memorize their 
lines.

2. Costume the piece, either 
according to the period (e.g., 
biblical era), in coordinated 
outfits or a uniform (e.g., black 
pants and solid color shirts), 
in contemporary clothes that 
would help people relate the 
scriptural event to a modern-
day equivalent (e.g., priests 
in modern clerical collars, or 
the crowd in sportswear), or in 
representational clothing. 
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3. Use blocking—creating stage 
pictures and movement with the 
actors—to bring movement and 
action to the piece. This can be 
done in several ways:

• Place the narrator to one side 
of the stage, or have him or her 
interact with the action as it 
unfolds. Use a voice-over for the 
narration so that the narrator is 
not seen.

• Have the characters interact 
with one another naturally in 
the course of their lines.

• In the case of  the crowd, place 
them in a group onstage, or 
scatter them throughout the 
audience. (I love this option 
because it serves to draw the 
audience more into the feel 
and sounds of  the passage—
such as the Acts 19 riot—
engaging their imagination 
even more!) 

• Be creative with where you 
have the action take place—
on the stage, throughout the 
sanctuary, in the balcony, or 
any combination thereof. 

• Use tableaux—still pictures or 
sculptures created by the actors’ 
bodies—to illustrate some of 
the scenes. 

• Include the congregation in 
some way, vocally or physically.

• As you recite a passage, you 
will develop a set of  pictures 
or images in your mind that 

arise from what is being 
described or evoked. You can 
bring those images to the stage 
through the incorporation of 
sound effects, visual effects, 
props, or anything else you 
can think of.

What about those passages that 
just have one voice? While a 
good communicator can keep the 
audience’s interest throughout, 
it is also possible to divide it 
among several voices so that 
there is variety for the listener. 
The division of  sentences 
among different people is called 
“voicing.”

When voicing the passage, pay 
attention to the inherent rhythms, 
pacing, and meaning. This will 
help you effectively assign the 
voices. Each voice, or combination 
of  voices, has a unique quality 
which communicates a distinctive 
mood. Spoken sentences may 
remain as they appear in the 
original text, or they may be 
repeated, echoed, spoken in 
unison, given to a chorus, and 
so on. 

There are different types of line 
voicing that can be used: 
• Antiphonal: two groups 

exchanging passages back 
and forth
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• Cumulative: begins with a lone 
voice, then gradually adds on 
another, and another, and 
another, until all voices are 
speaking together

• Unison: which gives a sense of 
community

• Line-around: one person at a 
time speaks in sequence

• Solo and chorus: a leader guides 
the audience in appropriate 
response to the information that 
unfolds, giving new information 

1This article is adapted from an article originally published in Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook, eds. James R. Krabill 
(managing editor), Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, Brian Schrag (Pasadena: 
William Carey Library, 2013) and is used here with permission.

2A full description of these techniques can be found in Julisa Rowe, Dramatising 
Scripture: A Step by Step Guide to Bringing the Word Alive (Nairobi: Daystar 
Research Centre, 2010), available at www.ethnodrama.com

in each line while the chorus/
audience responds with the 
same phrase again and again

These ideas are by no means 
exhaustive; many other creative 
ideas can be added. Creativity 
comes as we try things and learn in 
the process. The more you do, the 
more you realize the possibilities 
that exist for bringing scripture 
to life dramatically, artistically, 
creatively, and with power!

http://www.orality.net
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Chanting the Scriptures
Mae Alice Reggy1

Mae Alice Reggy (PhD) served as literacy consultant with United Bible 
Societies in Africa for twenty-seven years. She serves on the faculty at 
Beulah Heights University in Atlanta, Georgia, and as guest lecturer at 
the Monrovia Bible College in Liberia, West Africa.

When a New Testament 
translation project for the 

Wolayta of Ethiopia began in the 
early 1970s, the government would 
not allow books to be printed in 
indigenous languages—only in 
Amharic, the official language. The 
solution, at least short term, was 
to record the translation as it was 
being done, making it accessible 
immediately and especially to those 
who could not read—about 80% of 
the two million Wolayta speakers.

The Wolayta may not have been 
book-oriented then, but they did 
have a rich oral tradition, which 
included their cultural chanting 
and singing styles. So chants and 

songs were added to the tapes to 
break up the reading. These also 
served as devices for memorizing 
scripture. The word of God would 
become fixed in people’s hearts and 
minds when reinforced by tunes 
and chants the Wolayta loved, 
and would spring to their lips 
throughout the day.

By the time the Wolayta New 
Testament was printed in 1981, 
many Christians already knew 
some parts of the text by heart.

To record each passage, a few 
verses were read, lasting about 
a minute. Different voices spoke 
for the various participants in 
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Gospel narratives. Before the 
listeners could lose interest, the 
next few verses would be chanted 
in traditional Wolayta style, 
encouraging them to chant an 
antiphonal response along with 
the cassette. The chanter would 
sing only the words of the text, 
but the antiphonal response 

would provide an application of 
the passage to listeners’ own lives 
or a reinforcement of the subject 
being taught. The antiphonal 
refrains emphasized major truths 
and stirred in the listeners a rhythm 
that prevented drowsiness, as they 
listened in the dark of night after a 
hard day’s work in the fields.

1This article is adapted from an article originally published in Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook, eds. James R. Krabill 
(managing editor), Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, Brian Schrag (Pasadena: 
William Carey Library, 2013) and is used here with permission. The photo shows 
the author with a group of women in Monrovia, Liberia.
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Celebrating the Word—Oral Arts Festivals in 
East India
Carla Bowman

Carla Bowman worked with her husband, Jim, for thirty years pioneering 
among traditional, oral people groups. They began integrating the 
oral arts into a scripture engagement strategy in 1990. In 1996, they 
authored Communication Bridges to Oral Cultures, a curriculum that 
has been taught around the world. In 2006, Carla developed Bridges 
for Women to empower women of  oral cultures with the memorized 
word of  God in story. Jim and Carla are founders of  Scriptures in Use 
ministry (www.scripturesinuse.org).

New Cultural Events in 
Jharkhand

Cornelius has a new name. 
One of the most devout of 

the Christ-followers in his ethnic 
group, he chose to abandon his 
given name and take a biblical one. 
Fortunately, he has not abandoned 
other aspects of  his artistic, 
creative, vibrant culture. Instead, 
in recognition of his loyalty to 
traditional music forms, and his 
innovative ideas for dramatic 
expression in the church, he has 
been named oral arts director and 
choreographer of Engage India—a 
large, national agency working 
with several people groups in 
Jharkhand state. Cornelius has 
become the art director for forty 
church planters in the region, 
touching the lives of  Santali, 
Gharwar (Bhuiya), Kamar, Yadav, 
and Mal Pahari people.

The first Oral Arts Festival, Shanti 
Mela (Peace Festival), focuses on 
just one people group, the Santali. 
Cornelius steps up to lead the 
effort. He begins to train believers 
in the use of traditional one-string 
instruments, gourd rattles, and 
various forms of dolak (drums). He 
seeks out a small team to help put 
scripture words to the customary 
eleven chant-like melodies 
prescribed for centuries and still 
very popular among his people. 
Through teaching, he expands the 
number of believers who can play 
local instruments. His dance team 
choreographs movement to the 
songs, and the musicians perfect 
their presentations. He inspires 
scripture dramas from Noah to 
the story of the lost sheep.

The songs, dance, and drama are 
practiced and perfected for weeks. 
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Cornelius travels from village 
to village on foot or by bicycle, 
coaching local teams. With his 
support, grassroots members of 
the small house churches will be 
able to participate in the huge, 
upcoming event, a celebration 
unlike any seen before. No one can 
predict how massive the audience 
will be, nor how beautiful the 
performances.

Invitations have gone out by word 
of mouth. On the night of the 
Shanti Mela in Ruthwad village, 
a stage emerges in a remote 
field. Ruthwad is an isolated 
town situated in a verdant plain 
bordering West Bengal. Palm 
trees and razor grass jut up on the 
horizon, sheltered from the sun 
by a diffused, perpetual haze. It is 
warm tonight in this immaculate 
village of mud houses and hard-
packed, dirt courtyards. 

As intense darkness sets in, night 
birds call out from thorn and neem 
trees, their screeches breaking a 
ghostly silence. Inconspicuously 
walking on unlit paths in the 
nocturnal gloom, over two 
thousand villagers gradually arrive 
at the field. Large bonfires have 
been lit; fervent excitement and 
anticipation fill the air. The calm 
is broken only by the occasional 
arrival of a motorcycle.

As the night cools, the villagers 
sit on the ground, their warm 
wool blankets framing expressive 
eyes and curious faces. The beat 
of  the dolak erupts from the 
stage. For the following six hours, 
artistic expressions from the local 
culture come alive on the stage in 
drama, song, and dance. House 
church after house church perform 
scripture in meaningful formats 
specific to this people group, where 
Islam and Hinduism blend with 
traditional folk religions. 

One group of artists performs the 
drama of Naaman the leper. The 
complex enactment features the 
military commander of Syria, called 
Naaman, the Syrian king, the king 
of Israel, the prophet Elisha, and 
the Hebrew slave girl of Naaman’s 
wife. The twelve-minute drama 
is complete with drumming and 
music to accompany the dipping in 
and out of the river Jordan repeated 
seven times, from whence Naaman 
emerges healed, his flesh renewed 
like that of a child’s. A chanted 
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song conveys rich imagery from 
the story—kings, bearded religious 
men, slaves, silver, gold, palaces, 
horses, the river, and healing. 

A score of other narratives are 
featured until the sky turns a 
pinkish gray and the sun begins 
to rise slowly through the miasma 
of the plains. It is a night of joy for 
the believers, meeting with brothers 
and sisters they have never seen 
before, celebrating God’s word that 
has transformed their lives. 

At the same time, they are “stone 
clearing,” presenting the gospel 
to their neighbors in relevant, 
esteemed, non-threatening formats. 
An evangelist or preacher would 
be pelted with rocks on that same 
stage as a purveyor of a “foreign 
religion.” Instead, because these 
scriptures come in age-old forms 
clearly not meant to eradicate local 
cultural ways, they are welcomed. 
The mela does not end until dawn. 
In the cold of early morning, the 
villagers begin to make their 
way home, transformed by the 
experience. 

It will not be the last Shanti Mela 
in Ruthwad. Another follows 
almost two years later, and this 
time the audience is even larger. 
Another Oral Arts Festival is held 
in Daganarapur, where almost four 

thousand villagers arrive for the 
nightlong event. Instead of losing 
out on the culturally important 
all-night Hindu festivals or local 
traditional celebrations, Christians 
from forty villages of Jharkhand 
have now found a cultural 
equivalent to fill their hearts with 
happiness as they perform and 
participate in jubilant, relevant 
festivals of praise to their One God.

Similar Events in Orissa 
(Odisha)
Jireh Ministries, dedicated to the 
ethnic groups of Orissa (Odisha) 
state, hosts an Oral Arts Festival 
in Bhubaneswar, the capital.1  
Unlike the huge outdoor festival 
in Jharkhand, the Bhubaneswar 
festival is smaller, held inside a tent 
in the city due to persecution in the 
region. Arts teams and some of the 
audience travel from far and wide in 
buses and on motorcycles. Several 
people groups are represented, 
and the diversity of languages 
extends beyond Oriya, the majority 
language of Odisha. Costumes and 
choreography are elaborate.

How have these teams developed 
the performances that will be 
presented? Church planters among 
these groups have been equipped 
by regional Oriya master trainers 
of Communication Bridges to Oral 
Cultures to integrate cultural, oral 
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arts into every aspect of their work. 
This crucial part of their training 
comes naturally for them as they 
share the word of God through 
narrative and then inspire relevant 
styles of praise and worship in 
the local churches. As the mother 
churches expand, a growing group 
of believers adds to the network of 
worship teams. Now challenged to 
perform the best of their repertoire, 
they have outdone themselves in 
originality and diversity.

As the festival begins, the sound 
of  drums pierces through the 
auditorium. Dancers appear from 
behind the audience swaying 
rhythmically to the dolak. 
This dance troop arrives on the 
stage wearing wedding apparel 
appropriate to a wedding feast in 
the village. They perform a Song-
Dance of the Wedding Banquet 
taken from the Gospels. Women’s 
faces are painted in intricate 
designs and the bride and groom 
are carried high on the shoulders 
of two men. 

Two women from a far-off district 
then come onto the stage dressed 
in identical, unusually short, pink 
saris. Ankle jewelry highlights 
agile, intricate, foot movements 
of their dance in the batra form. 
Women’s unaccompanied voices in 
the background sing the repetitive 

words: “Jesus is the Way, the 
Truth and the Life.” Next, two 
men seated on a mat recite the 
poetic puran verses into which 
they have translated the book 
of Mark. Chanted in an ancient 
style, the stories of Mark come to 
life. The people of Odisha have 
objected strongly to the style in 
which Christianity came over a 
hundred years ago, but suddenly 
the Christian scriptures do not 
sound so foreign.

People from the Kalahadi district 
bring a presentation of the Sermon 
on the Mount in a marathanga 
style. The women performers have 
dressed identically in the local, 
ikat woven saris. The rhythm of 
the song prompts the audience 
to participate. Another drama-
song is taken from Jesus Heals a 
Blind Man. The excitement of the 
event is striking, and the occasion 
becomes increasingly memorable 
as each performance seems to 
outdo the former.

A lone singer comes on stage. 
Dressed in traditional white, tears 
streaming down her face, the 
persistent widow of Luke 18 sings 
a lament of her struggles. A cruel 
judge comes on stage, represented 
as a local raja wearing a silk 
kurta with shalwar pants and an 
enormous headdress. In Odisha, 
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a ruling raja makes all relevant 
decisions, just as a judge would in 
Judea. The raja is angry at first and 
hurls insults at the widow who has 
no status or recourse in the village. 
The raja sings his words, as they 
would be sung in a typical drama 
of Odisha. Finally, a just decision 
is made, and the ending dance-song 
celebrates and praises a God who 
listens not only to a widow, but 
also to our own requests. 

Perhaps one of the most stunning 
performances features Cain and 
Abel. A man comes on stage in 
costume, made up to look older 
than he is, representing a gray-
haired elder with painted white 

designs on his face. He begins to 
recite, in an old style, the story of 
the brothers Cain and Abel. 

As he speaks, two brothers enact 
the drama. The actors’ mute 
silence adds to the effect of their 
exaggerated actions. Drumbeats 
accentuate pauses and meditative 
delays. One of the most powerful 
biblical stories will now be 
remembered for a long time by 
everyone in the audience.

Another village group enacts 
the praise and worship of their 
community Oral Bible Church, 
which meets often in the thatch-
roofed ramada of a family home. 
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1In 2013, Jim Bowman produced a short video on the Bhubaneswar Oral Arts 
Festival. See the trailer at www.youtube.com/watch?v=pc0WxQG1fKA.

They celebrate a God who 
embraces all people. Through 
drumming, jumping, clapping, 
and singing, they express their 
joy in their new life. Finally, they 
call in their neighbors: “Come, 
friends and neighbors, I will tell 
you a story of  Jesus. Jesus, who 
was born of  a virgin, who healed 
the sick, cleansed men from evil 
spirits, was killed, was raised 
from the dead, and forgives us 
of  all our sins. Come, I will tell 
you a story.”

As the performances go on for two 
full days, one need only look at 
the faces of the audience to see 
constant evidence of enjoyment. 
They are enraptured, in some cases 

jubilant. Their eyes glow, broad 
smiles filling their countenance.

Since the Bhubaneswar event, 
festivals continue to be held by 
region, motivating and uniting the 
Oral Bible Churches of Odisha. 
The cultures they love, in which 
they have grown up, have become 
splendid vehicles to communicate 
the scriptures that they also love. 
Sounds, rhythms, melodies, chant, 
foot movements, costumes, and 
exaggerated drama forms have all 
come together to symbolize new 
expressions of their faith. The 
scriptures have been reinforced 
in traditional ways that help 
the audience understand and 
participate in the Word of God.

http://www.orality.net
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Women Bible Storytellers in South Asia
Janet Stahl

Janet Stahl has been an oral Bible storytelling coordinator for The Seed 
Company since 2007, helping partners in PNG, Ethiopia, East Asia, 
and South Asia carry out Bible storytelling programs. She has an MA 
in Bilingual Multi-cultural Education from the School for International 
Training. She and her husband worked in Vanuatu for fifteen years helping 
language communities develop literacy and scripture engagement materials 
and programs. They also designed a program for training mother-tongue 
translators in the Pacific. 

The Esther Project

In April 2014, The Seed Company 
partnered with a South Asian 

mission agency and local churches 
in an experimental Bible storytelling 
project in which all of the staff and 
all of the participants were South 
Asian women. Six teams of four 
to five women, representing six 

different languages, met together 
for six two-week story crafting 
workshops and five three-day extra 
training sessions. In that time, they 
identified the discourse features, 
typical gestures, intonation, 
and other communication 
characteristics of  their local 
storytelling genres, then crafted, 
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checked, and revised thirty-eight 
Bible stories, most of which had 
not yet been translated into their 
languages. 

They have further enriched the 
stories by acting them out through 
skits and by adding laments and 
songs of personal response. 

In between the weeks of workshops 
and training sessions, the women 
storytellers carried out a variety 
of ministries using these Bible 
stories. Conservatively estimated, 
over 2,500 people heard numerous 
Bible stories, many for the very 
first time. A significant number of 
those people also learned to tell the 
stories and continue to share them 
with neighbors and other people 
they meet throughout the day. The 
following article includes snapshots 
taken from the reports of the South 
Asian women staff and storytellers 
who are involved in the project, 
as well as testimonies from their 
husbands, pastors, and other people 
whose lives have been transformed 
by the storytelling ministry.1 

The People Groups and the 
Esther Storytellers
In this part of  South Asia, 
women are marginalized. Their 
government reports that more 
than 65% of women suffer from 
anemia and other diseases related 

to malnutrition and lack of access 
to good health care. Generally 
attended only by an older female 
relative while giving birth, few 
women go to hospitals for deliveries, 
resulting in a high death rate and 
many physical complications. 
Girls are forced to sleep outside 
during their monthly cycle. The 
statistics regarding sexual abuse of 
girls and women are shocking, and 
the practice of families disowning 
widows is common. 

Most girls stop attending school 
at a very early age because it is 
not safe for them to leave their 
homes to travel to and from school. 
Society supports the abandoning 
of wives who do not give birth to 
boys. All of these factors lead to 
large numbers of destitute and 
depressed women, rejected by the 
community, who consider suicide 
their only option.

In addition to facing challenges 
of gender bias, the Esther women 
storytellers also face regular 
persecution for their Christian faith. 
In fact, one of the women had to be 
hospitalized after enduring a beating 
by people in her neighborhood for 
telling the Bible stories. Only two 
of the Esther storytellers grew 
up in Christian families, and the 
majority of them, while married to 
Christian men, are estranged from 
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their extended families because of 
their Christian faith.

Dr. Mary Varghese, a South Asian 
partner who advised us in the Esther 
project design, remarked that 
women in this part of the world live 
miserable lives. They do not smile, 
and even more sadly, they do not 
cry. Instead, they assume that this 
terrible lot in life is their destiny, 
and they accept it with vacant 
stares. At the ceremony marking 
the completion of the project, 
during which the women used 
local materials, drama, and other 
arts to enhance their presentation 
of the creation story, Dr. Varghese 
noted the changed countenances 
and confident, purposeful carriage 
of the Esther storytellers and the 
women from their small groups. 
Likewise, a leading pastor 
commented that the Esther project 
was vitally important. When asked 
for evidence, he replied, “Women in 
[our area] do not smile. Look—the 
Esther storytellers are smiling.”

The Impact of  the Bible 
Storytelling
Transformation in the Lives of  the 
Storytellers
Dignity and Purpose. A number of 
women reported that they used to 
accompany their pastor husbands to 
evangelism events, only to sit quietly 
in the back. One woman confessed 

that, before joining the Esther 
project, she was never interested in 
what her husband did as a pastor. 
After joining the Esther project, 
several women reported that their 
husbands were pleased with their 
storytelling and were even giving 
them opportunities to present the 
Bible stories during the visitations 
and events. 

During the project-completion 
ceremony, several respected pastors 
shared that their churches have come 
alive as the result of the women’s 
storytelling, and one husband 
declared that his wife’s ministry was 
more effective than his own. 
All of the women have gained 
the reputation in their region 
as storytellers with a powerful 
message. One woman remarked 
that nobody in her immediate 
neighborhood even knew her 
name, but now she is known as the 
‘storyteller’ and is being called on 
almost daily to share a Bible story 
and pray for somebody. 

Increased Spiritual Discipline.
The oldest member of the Esther 
storytellers shared that her pastor 
constantly urged his congregation 
to memorize the Bible, since they 
never knew when their Bibles would 
be taken from them. She was never 
successful at memorizing the Bible, 
but now that she has learned to tell 
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many of the Bible stories her team 
crafted, she shares them regularly. 

Another woman reported that 
she tried to read her Bible, but she 
never understood what she read. 
Once she started internalizing the 
Bible stories and telling them to 
others, she not only understood 
the stories, but she was able to find 
lessons for her life. Several women 
shared similar testimonies.

Increased Faith and Wisdom. 
During the first crafting workshop, 
the women learned to tell the 
story of Elijah and the widow 
(1 Kings 17). One of the women 
shared that she was always fearful 
of everything—that they would 
not have enough to eat; that they 
would lack money to arrange their 
daughters’ marriages; or that a 
church member’s family would 
carry out their death threats against 
her husband, the pastor. 

Telling the story of  Elijah 
and the widow helped her to 
understand that God cares for 
her, and that she should trust 
him. As she has trusted him and 
told the Bible stories, God has 
blessed their church and their 
ministry, and she is now able to 
share food with the poor from 
their abundance. On a similar 
note, another storyteller confessed 

that she always complained to her 
husband that he did not provide 
enough for his family. She, too, 
learned to trust God through 
telling this story and has stopped 
arguing with her husband.

Most of the women had very little 
Bible knowledge when they started 
the Esther project, and there was 
a concern that they would not 
know how to respond to people’s 
questions and requests. The women 
have shown amazing wisdom in 
handling extreme challenges. One 
woman realized in telling the story 
from Mark 5 (Jesus healing Jairus’ 
daughter) that Jesus, despite being 
mocked by the crowd, carried on with 
his ministry and healed the small girl. 

In a similiar way, this woman has 
experienced much mocking and 
persecution from her neighbors, 
yet she was able to put it all aside 
when one of her greatest mockers 
asked her to pray for his very 
sick daughter. Following Jesus’ 
example, she immediately prayed 
without any hesitation, and the 
daughter has become a believer.

Transformation in the Families of  
the Storytellers
Husband and Wives—Learning 
to be Partners. “I love the Esther 
project. I now have peace in my 
household,” the husband of an 
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Esther storyteller shared. Another 
husband reported that the biggest 
change in his family life as a result 
of the Esther project is that he and 
his wife made a commitment to 
stop lying to each other, something 
which they used to do routinely. 

At the start of the Esther project, 
some of the husbands protested 
that their wives would not be home 
to cook and make the tea during 
the weeks of the story-crafting 
workshops. In contrast, by the 
end of the two-year project, the 
majority of husbands and family 
members freely shared how their 
lives and ministries had been blessed 
by the Bible storytelling. Even more 
importantly, they expressed their 
commitment to help the women 
carry on with their work.

Mother-in-law and Daughters-in-
law—Finding Good Role Models.
One of the starkest transformations 
occurred as the women learned to 
tell the story of Ruth. Although the 
staff chose the Book of Ruth for 
the message that God takes cares 
of widows, it was the relationship 
between Naomi and Ruth that 
had the most impact on the Esther 
storytellers. They were amazed that 
a mother-in-law and daughter-in-
law could care for each other, and 
that God could bless them together. 
One of the Esther storytellers 

immediately went to reconcile with 
her mother-in-law. Others reported 
similar responses when they shared 
the story with their families. 

One of the Esther storytellers 
reported that her neighbors 
constantly needed to call the police 
to come separate the mother-in-law 
and daughter-in-law, who were a 
danger to each other. When news 
circulated regarding the story of 
Ruth, the storyteller was invited 
to come share the story with the 
two women, and she was able 
to influence a more harmonious 
relationship between the two.

Children—Shaping the Next 
Generation. All of the women with 
children have taught them to tell 
the Bible stories, and some of the 
adult children have formed their 
own storytelling groups. Some of 
the younger children, as young as 
4 and 5 years old, are also learning 
to tell the stories. One young 
daughter, 9 years old, learned to 
tell the entire Book of Ruth as well 
as the stories of Jesus’ birth. She 
teaches her schoolmates, who come 
from traditions of other majority 
religions, to act out the stories and 
then organizes them to come to 
church and present the dramas.

One woman with three school-
age daughters has taught them 
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the stories. On her way to school, 
one of her daughters witnessed an 
older man fall off his bicycle. Seeing 
that nobody came to his assistance, 
she went to the man, gave him her 
handkerchief, and helped him sit 
up. Then, she persuaded another 
bystander to call for a rickshaw 
to take the man for medical help. 

A group of people watching the 
storyteller’s daughter asked her 
where she had learned to do what 
she had done. She explained that 
her parents told her Bible stories 
and the stories taught them how 
to live and show compassion. She 
arrived at school late and had to 
report to the headmaster. He asked 
why she was late, and she told him 
what had happened, including the 
part about learning from Bible 
stories. Instead of  punishing 
her, he blessed her. Many of the 
Esther storytellers have seen similar 
impact in their children’s lives.

Transformation in the Church 
Communities of  the 
Storytellers
Revitalizing and 
Growing the Church. 
Both Esther women 
and their pastors gave 
testimonies of  how 
their church community 
has come alive and has 
grown as a result of 

the Bible storytelling. As news has 
spread, some of the women have 
had opportunities to travel long 
distances to tell the stories, often 
resulting in new churches being 
planted. One husband proudly 
shared that he has performed eighty 
baptisms since his wife began her 
storytelling ministry. 

All of the Esther storytellers meet 
regularly with at least five groups to 
share Bible stories and pray for each 
other. Some of the women meet 
with as many as twenty or twenty-
five groups! The Esther women 
mentor other women to lead the 
weekly sessions. When asked what 
they learned from hearing the Bible 
stories, group members frequently 
responded that they now know 
Jesus has the power to heal, and 
that he cares for them. And, they 
ask to hear more stories.

Equipping Many to Share the Good 
News. When visiting one Esther 
storyteller’s home area, the staff 
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joined a small meeting among 
a group of very poor villagers. 
When asked if  they could tell a 
Bible story, several of the small 
group members stood up and 
told different stories. This ability 
is typical of the groups that the 
Esther women have mentored. 

Even more remarkably, in this group 
one woman shared the vision of 
making sure that everyone in their 
village heard the Bible stories—she 
had a plan for going from house to 
house to tell the stories.

Transfor mation in  the 
Neighborhoods of  the Storytellers
Bringing Healing and Peace. 
“Who will minister to these poor 
people? They have nobody to tell 
their pain to, but now they hear 
the Bible stories and are receiving 
peace and healing.” Each of the 
Esther storytellers have testimonies 
of people who have asked, after 
hearing the Bible stories, for 
prayer for healing from a physical, 
emotional, mental, or spiritual 
problem. Many of them report 
that they saw healings take place. 
Women who were barren for years 
became pregnant and gave birth to 
healthy babies. One young man who 
had stopped talking or eating for 
weeks, maybe months, was restored 
to normal health after prayer and 
hearing the Bible stories. Families 

have chosen to give up idols and 
making sacrifices to local gods, 
choosing instead to commit their 
houses and time to worship God. 

Building Unity among Religious 
Groups.

Through the storytelling, we 
can communicate with people 
who are not Christian. Before we 
didn’t have a relationship with 
[these] people, but now we have 
relationships. Before the people 
[of the other major religions] 
were afraid of us because we are 
Christian. Now we know how 
to talk with them about Jesus 
and how to start ministering. 
And our relationships are close 
now. – Esther woman

The Esther woman who shared 
these comments lives among 
people of  two other major 
religions who typically fear and 
persecute Christians; however, 
these stories, told in the local 
style, have opened opportunities 
to share with neighbors and people 
in neighboring villages. Some of 
her listeners have even learned to 
tell the Bible stories themselves. As 
the in-country staff members who 
supervise the Esther storytellers 
between the workshops observed, 

Before, the people would 
not invite any Christian into 
their home, but now that the 
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storytellers are ministering to 
them, they invite them in to 
drink tea. Before they would not 
let a Christian pray for them, 
but now they ask for prayer.

Several women reported that they 
share stories with children in groups 
of twenty-five, fifty, and more than 
one hundred. Often, the groups are 
a mixture of children representing 
three different major religious 
groups. Despite living in families 
who are antagonistic toward 
Christians, many of these children 
end up creating opportunities for 
the Esther storytellers to share with 
their relatives. 

Conclusion
I have now had the privilege 
of  working with these Esther 
storytellers for two years, and I 
have seen their commitment to 
sharing the Bible stories grow, even 
in the face of incredible opposition. 
I have seen them blossom in using 
their local arts to enrich the 
stories. When asked if they will 
continue even after the project is 
completed, they all responded with 
a resounding “Yes!” When I asked 
them why, several of the women 
said that they want to have the 
love of Jesus that Mary Magdalene 
displayed at Jesus’ tomb—she did 
not give up, and Jesus blessed her.

1Although sensitivity requires that we not give names, we would like to acknowledge 
the South Asian woman who supervised the teams and served as translation 
consultant for the project. Two other local women made the follow-up visits to 
the Esther women and small groups, during which time they collected most of 
the interviews quoted in this article. The pictures in this article were taken by 
Jim Stahl; used with permission.
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Scripture Alive in the Tien Shan Mountains
Carla Bowman

Carla Bowman worked with her husband Jim for thirty years pioneering 
among traditional, oral people groups. They began integrating the 
oral arts into a scripture engagement strategy in 1990. In 1996, they 
authored Communication Bridges to Oral Cultures, a curriculum that 
has been taught around the world. In 2006, Carla developed Bridges 
for Women to empower women of  oral cultures with the memorized 
word of  God in story. Jim and Carla are founders of  Scriptures in Use 
ministry (www.scripturesinuse.org).

It is spring, the end of April 
in the Tien Shans of Central 

Asia. Blossoms perfume the cold 
highland air. Bees hover close by 
and miniature wild tulips dot the 
meadows. At the height of the 
peaks, hard-packed snow glaciers 
form a foreboding backdrop to 
the innocence and peace of the 
meadowlands. We are isolated here 
in the highland retreat to conduct 
a women’s Communication 
Bridges workshop for believers 
who struggle with relevant, safe 
ways to share their faith in a hostile 
environment. 

We find the stories of women of the 
Bible to be a comfort and source 
of strength for the sisters in our 
workshop. Amid the persecution 
surrounding them, they are 
refreshed and anchored in the word 
of God anew through narratives 
such as the widow of Nain, the 
woman who suffered for twelve 

years, perfume from the alabaster 
jar, the widow’s oil, the plight of 
Ruth, the persecution of Esther’s 
people, the two women who 
brought a baby to the king, and 
many other stories told, enacted 
in drama, and performed in song 
and dance. 

One of  the ministry teams 
gathered here has traveled a long 
distance. The women of this team 
are bilingual in two languages 
and for the first time are learning 
the scriptures in their mother 
tongue. Zillah (pseudonym), who 
leads her team, is imaginative 
and artistic, discovering new 
talents she didn’t even know lay 
within her. When she portrays 
the widow of  Nain in drama, 
mourning over her dead son, she 
is convincing, and her portrayal 
is poignant. One of  the youngest 
women portrays the dead boy, 
carried in a blanket. Zillah’s 



grief  is so realistic it is hard to 
believe the young child is not 
actually dead. They discuss the 
effect this storytelling and drama 
may have on their neighbors in a 
place where actual proselytizing 
is illegal. 

Two days later, on the last day 
of our Communication Bridges 
to Oral Cultures (BRIDGES) 
workshop for women, we hear 
loud claps of  thunder. Pink 
tulips and wild strawberries on 
the terraced hills are pounded 
with hail. Fog and black clouds 
drift in. Our darkened meeting 
room becomes eerie. The women 
ignore it all as they work hard on 
their assignment to communicate 
the parable of  the ten virgins 
holistically in storytelling, 
dialogue, drama, poetry, song, 
and dance. 

They claim it is not an easy 
assignment, and they protest over 
their lack of musical training or 
background in composition or 
dance. I myself am not a trained 
ethnomusicologist, and their 
protests fall on deaf ears. All over 
the world I have heard the same 
objections, the same outcry, only 
to hear and see beautiful song and 
dance emerge with choreography 
one would expect only from 
professionals. 

It is no surprise when Zillah’s 
group volunteers first and comes 
out into the large living room, 
ready to present. One woman tells 
the story fluently from memory; 
another leads dialogue with the 

whole class seated in a circle. Then, 
Zillah’s group rises. As they sing 
their new song, they move around 
in a traditional, circular dance, 
their arms raised and their hands 
on each other’s shoulders. Their 
song of the ten virgins is exquisite, 
hauntingly beautiful. In fact, it 
is stunning. They have featured 
the concept of preparedness for 
the Lord’s coming, repeating, 
“Watch—we do not know the day 
or the hour” again and again. There 
are tears in the eyes of everyone in 
the room when the presentation 
is over. The word of God has 
been communicated powerfully. 
Scripture is alive. 

The question is asked, “What 
would the church in our country 
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look like if  praise and worship 
were like this?” It is a powerful 
challenge. The query hangs 
heavily in the air; silence fills the 
room, as the obvious response 
does not need to be uttered. I ask 
myself: “Why does this happen all 
over the globe?” We have seen it 
again and again: in Upper Egypt, 
Jordan, Cambodia, Vietnam, 
Ethiopia, Mali, Chad, Malawi, 
Nepal, Bhutan, highland Bolivia, 
the Amazon, and many other 
places. Why do these beautiful, 
cultural songs retelling a biblical 
story emerge from a group of  
untrained men or women? What 
I do know is that it is deep within 
them, residing in their souls; they 
have done it for centuries. 

Now, one may well wonder how 
all this artistic outpouring is 
transferred to local trainers 
who in turn equip local 
believers with similar results. 
The answer is as simple as the 
concept of  apprenticeship itself. 
They learn by doing. Through 
participation in active sessions, 
they learn the entire process: 
choosing the right Bible story; 
memorizing and telling the 
story exactly as it is written; 
and dialoguing the story in 
meaningful ways that bring the 
narrative into relationship with 
their own lives. 

Finally, through drama, song, 
dance, and poetic recitation 
they bring the scripture alive in 
contextual worship even as they 
communicate to the unbelieving 
world around them that as 
Christ-followers they are not 
eradicating culture. 

It has always amazed me to observe 
how simply and effortlessly local 
trainers transfer the vision and 
inspire their students to create 
lovely expressions of  worship 
within culture-specific music 
and dance forms. Naturally, they 
have all grown up close to these 
sounds, rhythms, and movements, 
but another key dynamic in 
this transferability is the use of 
scripture story. 

In our experience, this simple, 
practical tool has been invaluable 
to emergent, oral artists. The lyrics 
are already provided for them in a 
translation of a biblical story. The 
praise is inspired by God’s word, 
not their own words. The story also 
provides a natural energy for song. It 
inspires through events, characters, 
and a key truth. The assignment 
given during BRIDGES is simply to 
choose a story we have been learning 
and put it to music and dance in the 
local ethnic context—the cultural 
adaptation of Scripture in song. It 
could not be simpler.  
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Often, we observe one or two 
members of a small work group 
take the reins to create the tune. 
Others pitch in with helpful ideas 
for lyrics: “Let’s use a key line from 
the story in the chorus. Let’s use 
a repeating element of the story 
rather than the whole story. Let’s 
use the main character and develop 
a song about her/him.” Meanwhile, 
another group member is running 
ahead with a vision of the dance 
form that fits their culture. Still 
another person or two are thinking 
about costumes and accents. 

Often, the member of the group 
that is the best with melody is not a 
good choreographer or dancer, but 
the beauty of group work is that 
gifts and talents, while not the same 
in each person, are nonetheless 
always present. The astounding 
truth is that often no one in the 
group has the faintest idea when 
the assignment begins that they 
can really do this.

In the case of  the Tien Shan 
women, as the months pass 
we learn that Central Asians 
themselves have become 
trainers of  the workshops and 
are successfully inspiring their 
students toward boundless 
creativity. In nearby Kyrgyzstan, 
they are communicating biblical 
proverbs through a local form 

of  oral art called akia, a witty 
recitation in which a different 
person speaks each line trying 
to outdo the other in delivery. It 
is incredibly motivating to them 
to memorize and communicate 
Proverbs in this age-old manner. 
They have also chosen the story 
of  Jael, the tent-dwelling woman, 
to perform through drama-song—
as a tent-dwelling, semi-nomadic 
culture group, they find the 
narrative especially compelling. 
When they end the performance 
reciting the poetry of  the song 
of  Deborah and Barak, it is 
awe-inspiring.

Beyond Central Asia we find 
more examples of the striking 
creativity and innovation of 
local participants challenged 
and inspired by local trainers. 
In Pakistan, some people like to 
perform poetry such as the prayer 
of Hannah. One beautiful sister 
from the high mountains on the 
border finds special delight in the 
poetry of the Bible. As she recites 
the words of Hannah’s prayer from 
1 Samuel 2, she gestures, raises, 
and moves her arms in the age-old 
Moghul manner of her heritage. 

In flowing, lyrical Urdu, her voice 
expresses the deep emotions 
of the mother of Samuel. It is a 
masterpiece of prayer and praise. 
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The Pakistani women have 
also chosen the poetic prayer 
of  Mary, uttered when Mary 
meets up with Elizabeth. This 
prayer generates a mélange of 
oral art: dramatic enactment 
of  the meeting between the 
two women; the recitation of 
the praise prayer of  Mary as 
poetry, and a song and dance 
celebrating their recognition of 
the child who will be the Son 
of  God. This group of  talented 
Pakistani women also has chosen 
story-songs like Hagar in the 
desert, Huldah the prophetess, 
the widow of  Zarepath, Shiprah 
and Pua, and Tamar the widow. 

Further east, several tribal peoples 
live on the border between 
Nagaland and Myanmar. 
One of these ethnic groups 
uses a war cry to begin a native 
song. When those involved in 

a BRIDGES workshop 
are challenged by their 
Indian mentor to create 
a cultural adaptation to 
scripture in song, they 
utilize the war cry to 
begin their song-dance 
of the ten virgins. 

Their use of  drama 
s p o n t a n e o u s l y 
intertwined with 
the dance is also 

intriguing. The song-dance 
continues after the war cry—the 
five foolish virgins whiling away 
their valuable time, the five wise 
virgins busily preparing their small, 
clay oil lamps and trimming the 
wicks—all to the backdrop of the 
pentatonic song-chant. 

I believe our greatest challenge 
is not how to train and equip, 
but to believe. We must recognize 
with complete and unwavering 
faith that those with whom we 
work in the field are more than 
capable of  doing anything they 
set their minds to. When they are 
inspired and fulfilled by their own 
God-given, culturally relevant 
talents, they will take that same 

vision to their peers, and 
this momentous progress 
toward indigenous, creative 
worship in the worldwide 
church will be unstoppable.
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