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Co-Editors’ Note

Samuel E. Chiang and William Coppedge

Connecting Orality, Language, and Culture

I

n August 2016, Samuel and I had the privilege of attending the Lausanne
Young Leaders Gathering (YLG2016) in Jakarta, Indonesia. The Lausanne
Movement is an international network committed to seeing the whole
gospel taken to the whole world.
For this particular event, the Lausanne leadership brought together
one thousand younger leaders from all over the world for one purpose:
connection. The tagline for Lausanne, “connecting ideas and influencers for
global mission,” captures the spirit of our time together as representatives
from over 140 nations worshipped, dialogued, learned, and prayed
together for each other, our families, our communities, our nations,
and our world.
While such a missional event is worthy of consideration in its own right,
upon reflection, the YLG2016 event was predominately and intentionally
an oral communication experience. With the theme for this edition of the
Orality Journal as language and culture, it seemed pertinent to offer an
oral evaluation of such a multicultural and multilingual communication
phenomenon.

Oral Communication Analysis of YLG
Upon arriving at the conference site, a sense of the oral came through
enormous, brightly-colored banners that were dotted around the campus.
The banners included a label (Create, Repent, Love, etc.), but what caught
my eye was not the literate symbols, but the images of a green tree, a blue
tower, a red cross, or a yellow flame.
There was a color and an image to go with each of the seven days of the
conference; the depiction of these color-image combinations on conference
brochures and name tags reinforced an oral-oriented message. It became
evident that the YLG2016 leadership team was not relying on print to
begin impressing upon us the themes they believed God had for all of us.
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A second way that orality featured predominately in YLG2016 was in
the conference theme: United in the Great Story. By welcoming story
onto center stage, an intentional space was created for the liminal
possibilities that so often accompany narrative. This reminded all of us
that what unites the Body of Christ, among other things, is a story of
epic proportions. It is inviting each of us into our appointed roles in a
divinely-authored drama.
Some within the orality movement today criticize storytelling, saying
that it is not the primary means or purpose of orality. Yet clarification is
needed here. An argument can be made that story is inherent in all oral
communication. For example, many proverbs are but the synopsis of a
larger story; similarly, song often invites us into a narrative, whether of
love, loss, or worship. Drama is narrative-based, and dance is often the
physical embodiment of a cultural narrative. These examples are more than
story; however, story often plays an essential role in their development.
Story, therefore, is the life-blood of orality.
The confusion seems to come when story is equated with oral storytelling.
While story is a macro category, oral storytelling is itself a specific genre
of oral communication, along with other genres like proverbs, ballads, and
dance. Thus, equating orality to oral storytelling is drastically incomplete.
However, to dismiss story from orality is to dismiss the very power of
orality. To reiterate again, story (or perhaps we should use narrative) is
a macro category, while oral storytelling is a micro category, a particular
application of oral communication principles. Such clarification allows
us to appreciate the "oral-ness" of the YLG2016 theme as well as several
other story components throughout the conference without feeling like
we are inappropriately elevating only one particular genre.
For example, story manifested itself in multiple ways. This was no more
clearly seen than in the drama and dance team. Each day, their brilliant
display of reader’s theater provided an entry point into the biblical themes
for the day. At first analysis, it would seem like reading scripted lines in
a theatrical performance might be the antithesis of orality; yet, a wise
friend observed that the text provides a point of reference—both for the
dramatists and the audience.
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This was not spontaneous ad-lib entertainment; instead, it was a
performance that sought to uphold the value of the written biblical text
even as the actors and actresses embodied the message. It was an integration
of the strengths of oral and printed methodologies.
The conference program highlighted story in another creative way by
prioritizing each participant’s own life map, or personal journey. Each
participant presented his or her life map to a small "connect group" of
five or six people. After quietly listening for a few moments, the group’s
members would then share what they had heard God say in response to
each personal story. This creation of a platform for story, the listening to
God speak on behalf of another, and the sharing in a small community
became not only the most meaningful experience for many, but also
epitomized a holy oral communication event between both human persons
and a personal God.
One other way that orality appeared, albeit it in a secondary oral fashion,
was through the YLG2016 Connector app. The YLG2016 leadership team
encouraged participants to utilize the app as a platform for engaging in
vigorous discussion regarding things that were happening. Remarkably,
the Connector app transformed the typical monologue plenary sessions
into dialogue experiences, with participants sharing their responses and
feelings with each other in real time. Print was present as many texted
back and forth during these sessions, and yet the atmosphere maintained
a high value-association on oral communication.

Language and Culture
To fully appreciate this oral communication analysis, we must realize
the role of language and culture in attempting such a gathering from
so many different nations. The YLG2016 team made translation
available in six major languages, including: French, Spanish, Portuguese,
Chinese, Korean, and Russian.1 In addition, the worship team sought
to incorporate other languages like Indonesian and Kiswahili so people
had as many avenues as possible to praise Jesus in a familiar tongue.
Furthermore, whether in different clothing styles, the proud national
flags that were often displayed, the skin tone varieties, or the volume
level of different groups’ conversations, diverse cultural elements
permeated the interactions.
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But why raise the money and time (over three years to prepare for
YLG2016) to bring together so many leaders from different language
groups, representing so many cultural contexts? Particularly in today’s
age, why not hold a webinar or a virtual conference, whereby people can
still hear and even see each other in real time? Surprisingly, part of the
answer is found in orality.
The reason Lausanne wanted to bring everyone into a shared physical
space was so that oral communication—personal conversation—could
happen face to face. Those personal connections can happen virtually,
but the trademark of orality is its face-to-face humanness.
Virtual relationships, at times, lend themselves to minimize cultural
and even language differences. Technology allows for sites like Google
Translator to overcome language obstacles. Likewise, social media,
by definition, requires selection: what will be shared with others and
what will not. Yet oral face-to-face conversation does not allow for
easy avoidance of cultural and linguistic differences. We celebrate how
technology has helped us overcome many of those challenges, and yet
we suggest that it is precisely the unique language and culture differences
that make orality beautiful.
For me, this was no more clearly experienced than when the worship
team led all of us in the song Holy, Holy, Holy, for we sang it not in one
language, but in multiple languages, all at the same time. I was reminded
of Revelation 5.9-10:
And they (the saints) sang a new song, saying, “You are worthy to take
the scroll, and to open its seals; for you were slain, and have redeemed
us to God by Your blood, out of every tribe and tongue and people
and nation, and have made us kings and priests to our God; and we
shall reign on the earth.”
Gathered with over one thousand saints from over 140 countries, we spent
the days face to face, learning to listen to each other’s stories and heart
cries. Gathered around the throne of God, we turned our faces not to each
other, but to the face that alone is worthy of our worship. In that anthem
of praise, we brought our differences before the throne of God as offerings,
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gifts of thanksgiving; for somehow in the divine mystery, we sensed that in
the bringing together of all of our unique cultures and languages, therein
could the truest reflection of the image of God be understood.
It is our hope that as you read this edition’s articles, representing cultures
as diverse as Singapore and Botswana, they might inspire and encourage
you as you seek to recognize afresh the beauty of oral communication,
even amidst the uniqueness and challenges of all our different languages
and cultures.
Holy, Holy, Holy…

Samuel E. Chiang
Arlington, USA

William Coppedge
St. Andrews, Scotland
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For a helpful video capturing the role of languages at YLG2016, see Supporting
Languages at YLG2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQrlF5ubGuM
1
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Discipleship in the Face of Orality
Randy Arnett

Randy Arnett is a theological education strategist, serving in Africa since
1988. He holds a PhD in missiology. His focus is on helping theological
institutions and teams strengthen discipleship and pastoral training. In
addition to adjunct teaching, he leads workshops on contextualization,
orality, and other contemporary missiological issues.

O

ver the past two centuries,
Western missionaries have
considered language and culture
as primary impediments to church
planting in the Majority World.
Thus, training ought to be focused
on enabling the missionary to
acquire language and to understand
the culture of the target audience.
In time, missiologists perceived
a third impediment, namely the
dissimilarities between oral and
non-oral preference people.

discipleship. I develop the theme
along three lines: the challenge
of orality, the current state of
affairs, and a future direction. I
argue that effective discipleship
among oral-backg round
people requires a specific shift
in thought processes and a
contextualized discipleship
model. This article stands not
as a criticism of the past, but as
a challenge for the future.

The Challenge of Orality
While linguists, anthropologists,
and social scientists have explored
the nature and implications of
orality for more than a century,
missiologists did not earnestly
engage orality until the past three
decades. Beginning in the 1990s,
orality received increased attention,
resulting in the development of
orality strategies for evangelism.
Unfortunately, the application of
orality to discipleship remains
largely undeveloped.
In this article, I survey the
implications of orality for

Until recently, linguists treated
spoken and written language
the same. For example, a
century ago, the influential
linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure,
maintained that writing is but a
visual representation of spoken
language (1986, 24-25). Walter
Ong’s influential book, Orality
and Literacy, challenged that
conception (1982). Today, we
understand that that orality is
not simply the inability to read
and write a spoken language.
Rather, orality encompasses a
thought process.
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While academicians debate
the nature and extent of the
differences between oral and nonoral people, most scholars agree
that significant cognitive and
sociocultural differences exist
between the two poles of the
oral—non-oral continuum (Cole
and Nicolopoulou 1992, 343-346).
Assuredly, at the ends of the
continuum, two identifiably
distinct mentalities prevail. Yet,
in practice, relatively few people
cluster around the two poles.
Most people are scattered along
the continuum. Their position on
the continuum is determined by the
way they process information and
perceive the world.
Yet, an oral-background person
may retain his or her oral
preference long after gaining the
skillset of reading and writing.
The mere acquisition of literacy
does not mean a person loses
his or her oral preference. For
example, I once worked with a
government official who held a
Master’s degree in economics
from a prestigious university
in the United States. In our
encounters, he could verbalize
the arguments of a highly-nonoral person, but he could not
follow the abstract reasoning
characteristic of a highly non-
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oral person. Once I shifted from
a highly non-oral to an oral
approach, we communicated
very well.
Admittedly, this example is but
one case, but similar experiences
have been so widespread that I can
reasonably generalize for a large
population.
Unfortunately, the commonly-used
discipleship models have failed to
account for the persistence of oral
preference after the acquisition of
literacy skills. They confuse literacy
with non-orality. As such, they
falsely assume that methodologies
appropriate for non-oral people are
applicable for everyone who has
the reading and writing skillset.
As a result, many discipleship
models employ an ineffective
andragogy built on inappropriate
methodologies.
On the surface, the non-oral
andragogy seems appropriate,
but upon closer investigation,
one finds that it fails to speak to
the particular needs, perspectives,
and preferences of the oralbackground person.
My particular concern lies in
discipling oral-background people
who are situated somewhere on the
oral end of the continuum. They
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may or may not have acquired the
skillset of reading and writing.
They may or may not be able to
function in non-oral situations.
They are oral background. Their
"heart language" is oral based.
These oral-background people
typically demonstrate three important
characteristics. I say “typically”
because localized exceptions do
exist. Unfortunately, we only have
anecdotal reporting from which to
extrapolate generalizations. We do
not know how many of the world’s
peoples are typical or exceptional.
In my three decades in Africa, I
have found the following attributes
to be surprisingly consistent in
multiple countries and contexts. I
am confident they fit vast numbers
of the people I encounter across
the continent.
First, oral and non-oral people
conceive of words and sounds
differently. A non-oral person
perceives a word as a thing that
has a permanent, abstract, and
visual connotation. Written words
represent the spoken word that, in
turn, represents a worldly referent
(Botha 2004, 43). In contrast, an
oral person perceives a word as
an event, a passing sound that
often has inherent power, similar
to the act-word concept of the
Hebrew dãbãr.
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Second, oral and non-oral people
store information differently
(Goody 1977; Vansina 1965). A nonoral person stores information in a
semi-permanent medium. An oral
person must retain most, if not all,
information in active memory. The
dissemination of the information
depends upon such things as the
durability, affordability, capacity,
reproduction, and range of
reception of the medium.
For the non-oral person, the
permanency of the medium allows
wide distribution. For the oral person,
dissemination is largely limited to the
distance sound will carry—something
technological advances, such as
mobile phones and digital recording
systems, have increased.
Third, oral and non-oral persons
organize information differently.
A non-oral person often arranges
information using nominal, abstract
categories in a subordinate and
analytical manner. The oral person
often organizes information using
perceptual, concrete, functional
categories through mnemonic
devices such as repetition, narrative,
song, and drama.
With just these three characteristics,
the obvious discipleship challenge
becomes apparent. The challenge
for a mostly non-oral discipler
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consists of engaging an oral
mindset, a mindset that is often
radically different from his or her
own. Thus, discipleship of an oralbackground person requires more
than modification of existing nonoral methodologies. One needs an
oral background andragogy. This
challenge is greater than language
and culture because it requires not
a new skill, but a fundamentally
different thought process on the
part of the discipler.

State of Affairs
Over the past quarter century,
the orality movement has gained
momentum among Evangelicals.
Partnerships and ad hoc groups
continue to evolve. Even though the
orality movement has succeeded in
raising awareness, three criticisms
of the movement deserve attention.
First, the orality movement
has mostly focused on a single
aspect of orality, namely story.
For example, a cursory survey
of available web-based literature
reveals a plethora of information
and training on story, but a
paucity of information on other
aspects of orality. The emphasis
of Issue Group 25 on narrative has
dominated the movement:
Fourthly, we acknowledge the
reality that much of the world

Randy Arnett

is made up of oral learners
who understand best when
information comes to them
by means of stories. A large
proportion of the world’s
populations are either unable
to or unwilling to absorb
information through written
communications. Therefore, a
need exists to share the “Good
News” and to disciple new
Christians in story form and
parables. (Lausanne 2004, 4)
Second, a chasm exists between
academic discussion and field
reality. The orality issues raised
by missiologists tend not to filter
down to field practitioners. The
training of practitioners usually
focuses on the importance of
orality and the use of worldviewsensitive stories, while ignoring the
conceptual structures and schemata
of oral-background people.
Accordingly, the evangelistdiscipler crafts Bible stories
according to his or her non-oral
schema. In the end, he or she
simply shifts from a blatant nonoral approach to a seemingly
oral approach that retains, at
the fundamental level, a nonoral substructure. Because of the
academic-field chasm, current
methodology rests steadfastly on
a non-oral substratum.
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Third, the orality movement
has yet to develop an effective
discipleship model. Proponents
of orality assumed from the
beginning that the oral story
sets used for evangelism would
suffice for discipleship. Field
experience proves otherwise.
For the most part, current
discipleship methodologies
employ oral versions of non-oral
approaches. Simply, discipleship
relies on an andragogy that is
foreign to the disciple and weak
in its effectiveness.

Future Direction
In order to address this faulty
andragogy, we need to plot a
new future for discipleship. This
new direction for discipling
oral-backg round people
involves two separate points:
a shift in perspective and the
adoption of a discipleship
model that encompasses the
orality typology.

Shift in Perspective
Disciple-making
among
oral-background people is
fundamentally a missiological issue
because it consists of bridging a
gap in conceptual worlds. Three
obstacles have impeded the
development of viable, effective
discipleship models for oralbackground people.

The first obstacle is a reluctance
to accept orality as a valid
domain. Many, if not most,
discipleship approaches have a
goal—explicit or implicit—of
literacy. These approaches see
oral methodologies as mere
stopgap measures on the road to
non-orality. Yet, one would be
hard-pressed to demonstrate a
biblical basis for imposing nonorality and literacy requirements
on a disciple. We should be wary
of any discipleship approach that
holds an end goal of literacy and
a non-oral way of processing
information. To do so goes beyond
that which scripture requires.
In the end, the reluctance to
accept orality as a valid domain
undermines the effort to create
legitimate approaches to disciple
oral-background people.
A second obstacle to effective
discipleship is a non-oral mindset
on the part of disciplers. This
obstacle is the most difficult
one to overcome. Even though
orality awareness and training
have enhanced the effectiveness
of non-oral disciplers among
oral audiences, the shift from
a non-oral mindset to an oral
mindset remains a major
obstacle. A non-oral person
finds it difficult to think like
an oral person.
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Douglas Burton-Christie underlines
the practical implications of this
gulf when he writes,
The search for meaning
unfolding within the context
of oral discourse has its own
distinctive character and differs
in important ways from the
search for meaning that takes
place between a reader and a
text. (2001, 199)
Although Paul Hiebert is not
specifically addressing orality, he
makes a similar point when he
exclaims, “People live not in the
same world with different labels
attached to it but in radically
different conceptual worlds” (2008,
15). Even those who earnestly
seek to bridge the gap may fail
to do so as they unconsciously
rely upon their familiar non-oral
constructions. The conceptual
worlds are not easily bridged.
A third, closely related obstacle
consists of the structure used to
communicate biblical narratives.
An important aspect of entering
the conceptual world of the oralbackground person lies in adjusting
the internal structure of narratives
to his or her schema.
The non-oral discipler typically
develops a story chronologically:

Randy Arnett

a setting is established, characters
introduced, and a conflict or
problem presented. The narrative
continues until the climax is
reached and resolution achieved.
The ordering is chronological.
Contrariwise, oral-background
people often follow an interpretedimportance order that organizes
the story according to how they
interpret the importance of
events. In this ordering, the most
important event leads the story
with a descending sequence of
importance as the person explains
how the important event came to be.
Even after years of interacting
with oral-background people,
I still struggle to follow a story
they recount. I understand the
interpreted-importance order, but
find myself reordering the narrative
into a chronological sequence in
order to grasp the story. Likewise,
they struggle to follow my
chronologically-ordered narratives.
The third obstacle requires a shift
in how individual narratives are
organized internally.

Discipleship Model
The three obstacles, in
conjunction with the following
four components, form a
fo u n d a t i o n u p o n wh i ch
discipleship of oral-background
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people may build. In the face
of the paucity of effective
discipleship models, in this
section I launch a discussion
that, by its very nature, must
leave multiple issues unresolved.
Disciple-discipler relationship. In
oral settings, the focal point is the
discipler-disciple relationship, not
the curriculum. In this respect,
the relationship differs radically
from non-oral settings. In the
latter, the discipler often functions
as a facilitator who assists the
disciple in a self-study program.
The objective is to complete the
curriculum so that the disciple
can function independently of
the discipler.
In oral discipleship, the discipler
assumes an authoritative,
paternal role of master because
knowledge and skills are a
precious commodity not to
be treated frivolously. Oral
communities value those such as
elders, who have vast reservoirs
of useful knowledge and skills.
In the same way, the discipler
functions as a master knower, a
spiritual elder.
Further, the oral person does
not separate knowledge from
the knower. Knowledge, its value
and importance, is inherently tied
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to the one who holds it. Jerry
Camery-Hoggatt explains,
What matters is not written
record, but testimony. . . .
This personal, trusted contact
is important—it extends
outward in a variety of ways
to encompass almost every
relationship within the oral
community. Because of this
preference for face-to-face
contact, by and large, oral
cultures tend to be somewhat
compact and insular, with
personal loyalty and personal
memory as the north and
south poles around which the
group’s language-world turns.
(2005, 240)
Burton-Christie offers, “One of
the most important things to
note about this master-disciple
relationship is its wholeness, its
round, three-dimensional quality,
its intimate connection to a lifesituation, an existential setting”
(2001, 216).
Situational. Discipleship occurs
in the world where life situations
occupy the primary point of
reference. The typical non-oral
approach relies upon truths and
principles (i.e. abstractions) and
requires the disciple to analyze
situations.

56

Orality Journal, Volume 6, Number 1, 2017

Contrariwise, the oral person
learns by interacting with concrete
situations. Dialogue, participation,
and engagement are preferred to
lectures, writing, and case studies.
The discipler conveys spiritual
truths, theology, and biblical
principles by applying them to
specific, everyday situations.
Learning conjoins with particular
situations.
Theology serves as an example.
Systematic theology developed
within a non-oral cultural context
beginning in the Middle Ages.
For the oral disciple, systematic
theology with its high level of
abstract, analytical thought, is
mostly irrelevant.
Rather, the oral-background
person develops theolog y
situationally. In this way, he or
she builds a theology storehouse
from which he or she draws as new
situations arise. The discipleship
effect is cumulative rather than
inductive as the disciple combines
and recombines. Thus, the oral
disciple lives in a situation and
participates actively in concrete
situations by observing how the
discipler handles them.
Apprenticeship. Apprenticeship
is the heart of oral learning.
Oral-background people learn
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by observation and practice. Ong
encapsulates it well:
They learn by apprenticeship—
hunting with experienced
hunters, for example—by
discipleship, which is a kind
of apprenticeship, by listening,
by repeating what they hear, by
mastering proverbs and ways
of combining and recombining
them, by assimilating other
formulary materials, by
participation in a kind of
corporate retrospection—not
by study in the strict sense.
(1982, loc. 297)
The apprenticeship principle
dictates a shift from a ‘study’
program common among non-oral
people to an observation, practice,
and ‘walking alongside’ approach.
The weakness of the non-oral
system rests in the inextricable ties
to intellection, where the disciple
studies about discipleship and
may never practice discipleship.
The oral-background learner, on
the other hand, watches a disciple
practice discipleship. He or she
learns by observation. The nonoral person follows a discipleship
study guide; the oral background
person follows another disciple.
Inherent to apprenticeship is the
principle of proximity. Orality
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imposes physical limitations to
communications that technology
may assuage, but not overcome.
Discipleship of oral people requires
that the discipler maintain physical
nearness. Distance discipleship
may satisfy non-oral agendas, but
fails to address the apprentice’s
need for observation.
Structure. Finally, discipleship
content, especially narrative,
mu s t b e s t r u c t u re d i n
consideration of the particular
ways that oral-background
people process information
and perceive the world. When
done correctly, oral-background
people more easily understand
and retain the content. In
particular, content needs to
privilege active memory and
mnemonic devices. Importantly,
these mnemonic devices focus on
thematic, not verbatim, recall
(Harvey 2002, 102).
As noted previously, active
memory relies on perceptual
and functional categories rather
than the analytical categories of
non-oral people. Consequently,
the discipler must reorient his or
her use of memory by providing
larger pieces that fit together
in attributive patterns, thus
avoiding fragmented pieces that
fit together logically.
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Conclusion
O r a l - b a c k g ro u n d p e o p l e
view the world differently
than non-oral people. Their
thought processes function
d i ffe re n t l y. E ve n t h o u g h
Evangelicals have increasingly
e n g a g e d t h e ch a l l e n g e s
of orality, contextualized
discipleship remains elusive.
The development of effective
discipleship models requires,
first, a change in perspective
about oral discipleship and,
second, the incorporation of
four key components.
Throughout the world today,
orality remains dominant for
many people. Oral-background
believers image, understand,
apply, live, and communicate
the gospel in a fundamentally
different way than non-oral
believers. The discipler’s
challenge is to understand
and to bridge the gaps that
distinguish the worldviews
along the orality/non-orality
continuum.
The challenge is to move from
a discipleship model that relies
upon abstraction, syllogism,
and textual analysis to one
that privileges the particular
characteristics, needs, and
andragogy of the disciple.
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