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"In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon 
a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the 

temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: 
with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, 

and with two he flew. And one called to another and said:

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;
the whole earth is full of his glory!”

  
 Isaiah 6:1-3 (ESV)

"And they sang a new song, saying,
'Worthy are you to take the scroll

   and to open its seals,
for you were slain, and by your blood 

you ransomed people for God
    from every tribe and language and people and nation,

and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God,
    and they shall reign on the earth.'"

  
Revelation 5:9-10 (ESV)
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Connecting Orality, Language, and Culture 

In 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. 



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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1For a helpful video capturing the role of languages at YLG2016, see Supporting 
Languages at YLG2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQrlF5ubGuM 



What Do You Mean? Why Communication 
Breakdowns Happen
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George Bernard Shaw once 
said, “The single biggest 

problem with communication 
is the illusion that it has taken 
place.” Shaw’s irony is apparent 
when two people from the same 
language and culture converse over 
a seemingly simple topic, yet they 
interpret what is said differently. 
His irony is especially apparent 
when two people from different 
culture and language backgrounds 
attempt to communicate using a 
shared language. So often there is 
a communication breakdown. 

A breakdown happens simply 
because language in general and 
word choices in particular are 
influenced by at least two things: 
experience and environment. No 
two experiences are exactly alike. 

Environments may be the same, 
but experienced in different ways. 
People from vastly different cultures 
have vastly different experiences 
which influences how they process 
or make meaning.  

Western rationalism operates 
on the idea that we have shared 
inborn knowledge. Experiences 
can activate this knowledge, 
but experiences do not provide 
knowledge. Knowledge has 
somehow always been with us.1  

The belief  in innate knowledge 
led to linguistic structuralism 
(Saussure, 1857-1913). Simply 
put, all languages operate on a 
core set of  universal linguistic 
structures and devices. On the 
surface, words are understood 
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according to the structures and 
devices used to communicate 
them. There is predictability, 
so communication should be 
somewhat seamless when words 
within linguistic structures are 
understood. If  we know the 
structure of  a target language, 
then we can export meaning to 
that language, and the recipients 
should understand things the 
same way we do. 

However, we now know that 
language and meaning-making 
is not so predictable after all. On 
the contrary, from a cognitive 
linguistics perspective, “language 
is motivated and grounded more or 
less directly in our bodily, physical, 
social and cultural experience” 
(Rojo and Ibarretxe-Antuñano, 
2013, 11). 

As Ricardo Muñoz Martin 
explains, “Natural language 
structures are taken to reflect 
cognitive features and mechanisms 
influenced both by experience 
and the environment” (2013, 75). 
Thus, meaning-making represents 
contextualized interpretation 
(Croft and Cruse 2004, 98). 
And contrary to rationalism 
assumptions, “Meaning creation 
is not deterministic or mechanical: 
it is human in every regard” 
(Halverson, 2013, 48). 

Two Models of  How People Try 
to Communicate
John Fiske presents two models 
of communication. The process 
school is one modern translators 
are more familiar with. It views 
communication as a process of 
transmission involving encoding 
and decoding,

…in which one person affects the 
behavior or state of mind of the 
other. If effect is different from 
or smaller than what is intended, 
this school tends to talk in terms 
of communication failure and 
look to the processes to find out 
where the failure occurred. 

This is why it is referred to as 
"process" school (Fiske 2011, 2).

The process model assumes 
meaning is discrete and perceptible. 
Deborah Shadd (2016) points out 
how the intention of the sender, the 
encoder, is central in this model. 
It focuses on efficiency, accuracy, 
and effect. 

The process model is positivistic 
in that it assumes, with the 
right words and structures, the 
same meaning encoded by the 
speaker can be decoded by the 
hearer, even if  they have different 
lived experiences in different 
environments. 



Sender Encoding Channel Decoding Receiver

Sender's Experience Receiver's Experience

SIGN

CONCEPT OBJECT

Perception Convention

Experience
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The second is the semiotic model. As Fiske said, 

It is concerned with how messages or texts interact with people in 
order to produce meanings….The semiotic school tends to draw upon 
linguistics and the arts subject and tends to identify itself to works of 
communication.

To understand communication is to understand the text within a culture. 

• The process model focuses on a communication process (i.e., encode 
 and decode). 
• The aemiotic model focuses on signs that produce meaning through
 interaction with the sign (i.e., words, symbols).

With the process model, miscommunication equals failure. With the 
semiotic model, miscommunication reflects difference. Importantly, when 
there is miscommunication, the process model seeks to improve the 
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encoding and decoding process, 
whereas the semiotic model sees 
miscommunication a matter of 
meaning that needs to be negotiated 
because of cultural differences. And 
as we will see, miscommunication 
is often because of experiential and 
environmental differences between 
communicators. 

People Interpret
If knowledge is intuitive, then using 
what we suppose are commonly 
understood words should make 
for easy communication. It should 
produce unified understanding. But 
even within the same culture, people 
use words in well-understood (well-
formed) linguistic structures in very 
different ways. 

Someone who grew up in a sarcastic 
environment complains to a co-
worker, “That’s a fine way to deal 
with the problem.” The co-worker, 
who didn’t grow up in a sarcastic 
environment, says, “Thank you!” 
He interpreted his co-worker’s 
words as a complement. Maybe 
he wasn’t paying attention to his 
sarcastic tone of voice. 

It seems simplistic to say one 
person speaks and the other 
person hears what they say. They 
do more than hear. They interpret 
what they are hearing based on 
their own unique experience and 

environment. So contrary to a 
rationalistic understanding of 
knowledge, how people interpret 
one another may be subtly to 
radically different based on how 
widely divergent their experiences 
and living environments are. My 
own experiences with the Meyah 
people of Indonesia illustrate how 
people interpret what is said based 
on experience and environment. 

The Meyah people I worked with 
were from a mountain culture 
until the government relocated 
a large number of  them to 
coastal regions. Suddenly, they 
were thrust into a very different 
unknown environment. However, 
they naturally still interpreted 
communication according to 
their mountain experiences and 
environment, often resulting in 
bad outcomes. 

A woman from another culture that 
practices hospitality was kind and 
friendly with a Meyah man. For 
the man, her word choices and 
behavior could only be interpreted 
one way; she wanted him as her 
husband, but she was already 
married. Therefore, he secretly 
killed her husband so she would 
be free to marry him. His wrong 
interpretation of her words and 
actions landed him in prison for 
some time. 
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The coastal Meyah could speak 
Indonesian with local government 
officials who were mostly 
from Java, but their frequent 
misinterpretations of supposedly 
commonly-understood words 
caused them a great deal of stress 
and trouble. The communication 
breakdowns were due to people 
from very different environments 
and cultural experiences trying 
to converse in a commonly 
understood language. 

The story of  Jesus talking with 
a Samaritan woman at the 
well (John 4:1-42) provides a 
good example of  how people 
from a similar experience and 
environment interpret one 
another. Judging by their word 
choices, it seems Jesus and the 
women are just talking about 
drawing and drinking water. 
However, because of  their shared 
experience and environment, 
there is no communication break 
down here. 

They are interpreting each other’s 
words to mean something quite 
different than what the words 
mean on the surface. Grice1 (1972) 
referred to this as implicature. 
Reading presumably the same 
words in a Central Asia translation 
will likely produce a very different 
interpretation. 

The Book of  Ruth provides 
another example of how words 
and events are interpreted by 
readers from different cultures. 
To a Japanese woman, the Book of 
Ruth is about mother-in-law and 
daughter-in-law relationships. To 
a central African woman, the story 
is about God’s care for widows. 
To a rational Western reader, the 
story is an analogy of Christ. How 
can this be if  all three groups are 
reading the same words translated 
from Greek?

People Presume
People do not presume things in a 
vacuum. Their presumptions are 
based upon their lived experiences 
and the cultural environment they 
grew up in. When I told Meyah 
friends I was out of kerosene, I 
presumed they would believe me 
because I come from a culture that 
teaches the value of truthfulness. 
But they presumed I was saying I 
didn’t want to share any with them. 
That is what they tell each other if 
they don’t want to share things, and 
everybody understands this sort of 
communication. 

Underlying meaning is not what 
surface words suggest. People 
in unique cultural settings 
automatically presume certain 
things. Those presumptions produce 
meanings, even if the actual words 
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they use appear to mean something 
else. Surface meaning is simply a 
linguistic structure, a string of 
signs with associated meaning. 
Underlying meaning is what the 
culture interprets or presumes 
the speaker actually means. It is 
culturally conditioned, so if you 
are an outsider, as I was with the 
Meyah, underlying meaning is not 
apparent at all. 

One day, a Meyah village headman 
gave me some bananas and pork. 
I offered to pay for it, but he 
refused. He said it was a gift, 
and I believed him because of my 
understanding of the word "gift." 
Later, I discovered he really meant 
it as a loan, which he would collect 
in the form of cash or a plane flight. 
Communicating only in surface 
forms was not serving me well! 

Linguistic structuralism, like 
any other paradigm, operates 
on certain presumptions. As 
already mentioned, the operating 
presumption is that knowledge 
is innate and not based upon 
experience. This seemingly makes 
communication and translation 
rather straight forward.  

But even when people from 
different cultures who speak the 
same language, such as Americans 
and British, try to communicate 

on a simple level using the same 
words, communication begins 
to break down, says Benjamin 
Bergen, author of  Louder Than 
Words. Different cultures have 
different experiences. Thus, 
American and British people 
can misunderstand each other 
over common words like napkin, 
bonnet, and driver’s side. 

Benjamin Bergan (2012, 153) 
illustrates a simple communication 
breakdown based upon language 
and experience in this fictitious 
dialogue:

SERGE: OK, now clamp it. 
PETE:  Are you telling me to 

shut up? 
SERGE:  No, just hand me the 

clamp. 
PETE:  I don’t see a clamp here. 
SERGE:  It looks like a pair of 

scissors. 
PETE:  Oh got it. [hands Serge 

the surgical clamp] 
SERGE:  Thanks. 
PETE:  Is it weird that this is 

making me hungry? 
I’ve got two extra-large 
meat-lovers combos in 
my delivery car if you 
want.

Serge and Pete’s different 
experiences led them to interpret 
basic words in very different ways. 



“What Do You Mean?” Why Communication Breakdowns Happen     19

Bergan’s simple definition of 
communication is that we express 
ideas in our heads by assigning 
words to communicate those ideas 
to others. Hearing those words, 
the hearer presumably extracts the 
same meaning and stores it in his 
or her head. But as Bergan says, 
there are a lot of assumptions at 
work here, such as: 

• The speaker’s information is 
discrete and perceptible. 

• The speaker is choosing what 
they think is the best set of 
words to convey the idea.

• The hearer will interpret those 
words in the way the speaker 
intends it to be interpreted.

But so often, the speaker’s word 
choices are not the best for the hearer 
if they lack similar experiences in 
life and environments. When the 
speaker restates things with another 

set of words, the hearer exclaims, 
“Why didn’t you just say that the first 
time!” It’s as if the speaker should 
have known the right words to 
convey meaning more clearly based 
upon the hearer’s own experiences. 
Or as the cartoon illustration 
suggests, the hearer made a mistake 
in how he interpreted the speaker’s 
words. Communication has clearly 
broken down. 

Communication among 
Opposites 
Writing on worldviews and oral-
preference cultures, Hannes 
Wiher says communication can 
be considered as a function of 
conscience orientation. Thus, 
communication styles can differ 
considerably between two different 
conscience orientations (2014, 114). 

A partial list of  Wiher’s 
communication style differences 

2
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between Western guilt-oriented 
societies and Eastern shame-
oriented societies is given below 
with minor modifications for clarity. 
In simplistic ways, the list seems to 
generally correspond with Friske’s 
two models of communication; 
process for Western cultures and 
semiotic for Eastern cultures.

Process
Western Guilt-Orientation

Semiotic
Eastern Honor/Shame-Orientation

Directness Indirectness
Discrete meaning precision Meaning mutually worked out 

(non-discrete)
Clarity Figurative
Low use of non-verbal signs High use of non-verbal signs
Weak consciousness of context Strong consciousness of context
Tell the truth Maintain harmony
Linear logic Non-linear logic

You can imagine what happens 
when a Western person interacts 
for the first time with an Eastern 
person, assuming both are not 
conscious of the differences in 
their communication styles. As 
George Bernard Shaw said, there 
is an illusion that communication 
is taking place. 

Instead, there is a breakdown in 
communication when a process 
model meets a semiotic model 
of  communication. If  experience 
and environment influences 
meaning-making, then the 

question is: Who compromises 
in such a communication 
confrontation? 

The answer to that question may 
have to do with the directional 
flow of information. In a way, I 
need to figure out how to translate 
myself to the opposite group if  I 

really want to get my information 
across.That means, I may need to 
use a non-process approach. 

Piotr Blumczynski takes a 
phenomenological approach 
to translation and cognition as 
an embodied principle. Instead 
of  innate knowledge, he says, 
“Knowledge emerges from a 
process of holistic experience and 
cannot be reduced to a purely 
intellectual analysis of facts and 
figures.” Thus, he prefers to talk 
about phenomena rather than 
linguistic facts (2016).
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He also argues that Western 
culture has put greater emphasis 
on product over process, thus 
the fixation on facts, figures, 
and outputs. His is a qualitative 
understanding of communication 
and translation. Communication is 
“strongly contextual and situated; 
things make sense to us, not just in 
general or to everyone, and what 
they mean cannot be separated 
from how they mean” (italics his). 

If communication is qualitative, 
then how precise can we expect 
meaning to be, because the 
process model looks for precision? 
Blumczynski states that precision is 
no longer the holy grail of research 
where complex phenomena occurs. 
Indeed, other authors of recent 
works (Denzin and Lincoln, 2013) 
make the same case. Qualitative 
work always has some fuzziness to 
it, and that’s to be expected. 

Having made the case for 
translation and meaning-making as 
a qualitative phenomenological and 
fuzzy endeavor, Blumczynski asks, 
“Can we argue for a qualitative 
proximity to translational issues? 
Bible translation, as we have known 
it for the last several decades, 
assumed precision. Using an 
"objective" linguistic approach 
would ensure the translated 
message would be the same for 

the receiving audience. But the 
embodied notion of  meaning 
and experience exposes that 
understanding of translation, and 
indeed communication, as overly 
simplistic (see Gilles 2013, 47-53)."  

Blumczynski argues that, from a 
translation studies perspective, 
translation is not an object. 
It’s phenomenological and 
experiential. If we think in terms 
of translation as phenomenon, how 
would we then translate? It may 
require a hermeneutical approach 
to translation to grapple with the 
alterity and detail of the message 
being translated. It may require 
negotiation because few people see 
things exactly the same way. 

Even within one’s own culture, 
there are a variety of experiences 
that shape embodied meaning. 
This, I believe, is what Blumczynski 
means by qualitative proximity to 
translation. The how, in this case, 
delivers the what: a more fully 
enculturated communication, as 
Blumczynski expresses. 

Turning to translation as faith, 
Blumczynski says a qualitative 
phenomenological understanding 
“changes the abstract and universal 
towards personal and existential.” 
This is also about the how. “to 
translate is to ask questions, to 
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look for answers, to learn and 
develop.” Like faith, translation 
needs to be open to revision and 
improvement. It requires a “healthy 
dose of anxiety and humility.”

This is hardly the language of 
precision and fixity that we’ve 
understood translation and 
communication to be during 
the modern era. The how of 
intercultural communication, the 
qualitative understanding, and the 
faith to attempt translation, in spite 
of the lack of precision, should 
encourage us. It all lends itself 
to a community hermeneutical 
approach to translation in which 
meaning is close, approximate, 
but probably not as scientifically 
precise as our past methods have 
led us to believe. 

Is Meaning Just Arbitrary? 
By this point, it begins to dawn on 
some readers that meaning might 
be indeterminate, but I wouldn’t 
go that far. Perhaps it is not as 
precise and delineable as Western 
rationalism assumed it was. Maybe 
things are lost in the process. 
Certainly, audiences are adding 
their own meaning in the process. 
As Blumczynski says, if we look at 
meaning from a qualitative view, 
then perhaps we can move from 
the universal abstracts to personal 
and existential meaning.

We’ve discussed how a person’s 
experience and environment 
influence how he or she interprets 
a speaker’s words. However, 
we have not discussed how 
the speaker’s experiences and 
environment influence how he or 
she communicates information. 

Whether doing formal translation 
or just trying to teach something 
in another language, one needs 
to be well-aware of  how the 
receiving audience interprets them. 
Translators and second-language 
speakers are often unaware of 
how their own experiences and 
environment influence their 
communication choices. Deborah 
Shadd2 provides a short list of 
things translators are usually 
not aware of, things they bring 
from their own context to the 
communication situation (2016b): 

• Their own experience, culture, 
and worldview

• Their own translation norms 
and social expectations

• Ethics and ideologies (personal 
or professional)

• Conditions and context of work 
(including rate of pay, social 
status, image in public discourse)

• Organizational/institutional 
requirements

• Power relations (in the 
workplace or in society)
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A speaker brings many things 
from his or her own culture and 
experience to a communication 
situation. The audience 
will interpret the speaker’s 
communication according to his 
or her own culture, traditions, 
and assumptions. No wonder 
communication breaks down! 

So many cultural and social 
factors can make cross-cultural 
communication unpredictable 
and even contradictor y. 
Furthermore, as Lawrence Venuti 
points out how,

The notion of  indistinct 
contributions still rests on the 
individualistic assumption 
that linguistic and literary 
form enables transparent 
communication by a single 
person, as opposed to 
communication determined 
collectively by cultural materials 
and social contexts. (1997, 63)

This is why the notion of 
negotiation is necessary if 
people are to understand 
each other well. The idea of 
negotiated meaning is difficult 
for someone whose experience 
shaped his or her  understanding 
of  meaning as something that is 
precise, delineable, fixed, and 
transferable. 

Implications 
The implications for oral Bible 
storytelling, Bible translation, 
and theological instruction are 
clear. Operating under a Western 
rationalism paradigm that treats 
meaning as fixed and transferable 
from one environment to another 
without loss will continue to cause 
communication breakdowns. 

During the colonial era, it was 
important for people living under 
colonial rule to understand things 
the "right way." The receiving 
audience was to somehow 
take on Western experiential 
understanding to properly interpret 
the scripture text. Theological 
education focused on teaching 
core theological concepts from a 
Western understanding using the 
process model of communication. 
Negotiation of meaning between 
the communicators and receiving 
audience to make sense of the 
concepts in Majority World 
environments was generally lacking. 

As a result, the colonial missionary 
translation that first occurred 
was only a partial translation 
because it lacked local cultural 
interpretation to complete it, says 
African theologian Gerald West 
(2016). West speaks about the 
complicating and compromising 
relationship between a colonial 
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period translated text and the 
interpretive practices of African 
culture. A complication was that 
missionary translators assumed the 
Bible could speak for itself through 
Western rational schemes and 
frameworks, and Africans would 
attain the same understanding the 
missionaries had of the Bible.

West helps us see the difference 
between the colonial translation and 
the African vernacular translation. 
Colonial translation viewed the 
Bible as rational knowledge that 
communicated a monolithic 
theology, but it was a theology of 
the West. There was little room 
for a hermeneutical process that 
would allow the text to be grappled 
with. There was no negotiation 
between communicators to make 
the communication successful. 
Therefore, translation could only 
be partially enculturated at best, 
making contextual interpretation 
and application difficult, if  not 
impossible. This communication 
breakdown kept African theology 
from flourishing.

Missionaries did not recognize 
African experience within their 
own environment, let alone their 
preferred communication styles, 
such as storytelling, poetry, song, 
and drama. Colonial translation 
and theological education did not 

allow Africans to theologize in truly 
liberating ways because biblical 
meaning wasn’t embodied. It was 
distant and foreign, thus not very 
understandable or practically useful. 

When the Host Becomes the 
Hostage
Writing on the notion of hospitality 
and Bible translation, James 
Maxey provides insight on why 
communication breakdowns 
happen, especially in cross-
environmental situations. Maxey’s 
definition of hospitality is as follows: 
a host who chooses to receive a guest 
with generosity; and the guest who 
behaves with gratitude and respect 
toward the host. 

In view of  the influence of 
Western rationalism and process-
orientation in Bible translation in 
late modernity, it seems the roles of 
host and guests are reversed, but in 
a negative way. As Maxey writes, 
“…the host is obliged and becomes 
the hostage while the invited guest 
becomes the directive host” (2013, 
5). Building on Maxey’s metaphor, 
successful communication happens 
when communicators approach 
each other as welcoming host 
and gentle guest. There is a sense 
of mutuality where meaning is 
worked out as best as possible, 
given the differences between lived 
experiences and environments. 
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As Maxey points out, Bible 
translation, and I add, theological 
education, of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries are not the 
same as today. Translation and 
theological education is localized 
in most places. Yet it appears that 
process-oriented translation and 
theological training still applies in 
Majority World contexts, especially 
if the local translators and teachers 
were trained in the West. 

One student attending a seminary in 
Nigeria admitted that even though 
his instructors were all Nigerians, 
the way they communicated 
theological concepts and biblical 
principles was very difficult for 
him to understand. The instructors 
were trained in the West and were 
using the seminary’s Western 
denomination curriculum. 

Rather than a semiotic method 
of communication, they had to 
apply a process-oriented method 
because the text books were based 
on a linear, building block style 
of communication. It appears 
the directive guest in the form 
of rationalistic process-oriented 
communication was still present long 
after the colonial period had ended. 

Why would a host tolerate such 
a bossy guest? Maxey gives us a 
hint in saying, 

North American BT [Bible 
Translation]  agencies imbued 
with political and financial 
power entering into the Global 
South contexts where host 
communities are obliged to 
accommodate their guests 
suggests a complex network of 
power relations.

For translation, oral storytelling 
and theological education to be 
more fully localized, and thus 
more useful, methods used to 
produce knowledge through these 
disciplines should take into account 
local communication styles and 
learning preferences. 

Conclusion
Perhaps the pressure is off now that 
we realize how communication is 
by nature rife with potential pitfalls 
in terms of what one person wants 
to communicate and how the hearer 
interprets that communication. 

Communication is challenging 
when a speaker’s experiences and 
environment differ from the hearer 
and vice versa. It can break down 
when the experiential and cultural 
distance between them is broad. 
Even so, in work and ministry we 
shouldn’t expect our audience to 
try and "get it." Rather, if we seek 
to understand their communication 
needs, we can at least negotiate 



26     Orality Journal, Volume 6, Number 1, 2017     Gilles Gravelle

with them to arrive at a close 
approximation of what we want 
them to understand, knowing we 
can’t control what they will do with 
it when we are gone. 

In cross-cultural ministry, 
communication is hard work. 
It requires us to be aware of the 
assumptions that influence the way 
we interpret others. We need to 
be aware of what we bring to a 
communication situation. Perhaps 
not everything we bring is essential 
to the message. 

Because cultural difference can 
be significant, a process-oriented 
communicator may need to broaden 
his or her tools of communication 
by employing other methods like 
art, dance, oral communication, 
drama, and repetition. In other 
words, we must utilize more of an 
inter-semiotic learning styles and 
methods of communication. 

For example, silent dramas can 
communicate a lot. A local 
translator was trying to help his 
friend understand the story of the 
Good Samaritan so they could 
translate it into their language. 
The friend had no knowledge of 
Bible stories, and explaining the 
story in their common language 
wasn’t helping. So the translator 
resorted to silently acting it out. 

His movements, facial expressions, 
and body posture filled in the non-
linguistic meaning that was missing 
for his friend. His acting method 
differed from how a Western person 
might act the scene out, but it made 
sense to his friend because of their 
similar experiences and shared 
environment. 

A non-linear, inter-semiotic 
approach to communication may 
help get your message across in 
Majority World contexts. It may 
not communicate as perfectly as you 
would like, but that should be okay. 
We can seek to control what we 
want to communicate, and how we 
communicate, but it’s impossible to 
anticipate every sort of culturally-
influenced understanding from that 
communication. 

Communicating something 
important without having it come 
out as something entirely different 
is still a valid goal. Meaning can 
be generally understood by both 
communicators in close, if  not 
exact ways. Some mutual sense of 
understanding can be achieved. But 
it requires examining assumptions, 
being self-aware of  what we bring 
to the communication, and being 
flexible by trying different styles 
of  communication to ensure 
that the communication doesn’t 
break down. 
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1www.philosophybasics.com/branch_rationalism.html

2http://sharondrewmorgen.com/miscommunication-the-reasons-the-cure-the-
prevention/miscommunication-cartoon/
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Orality as a Means to Engaging Culture and 
Language
Stan Wafler  

Stan Wafler and his wife, Pam, lived in Arua, Uganda, from 2001-2015. 
They served in a variety disciple-making roles, including Bible translation 
consulting, orality training, pastor training, marriage encouragement 
ministry, expository preaching training, and student ministry.

One rite of passage to become 
an effective missionary is 

language and culture learning.  
Language and culture learning 
may take place in a structured 
classroom setting or with informal 
local tutors. The language 
learning reality often seems to be 
a combination of the above. 

Regardless of  the learning 
environment, the attitude of the 
learner and awareness of  the 
opportunities afforded him or 
her are critical. There is a definite 
journey from confidence in one’s 
home culture to humility in one’s 
new target culture that sets the 
stage for effective ministry and 
growing confidence. My own 
journey was enhanced by an 
introduction to orality before 
I went to the field and orality-
sensitive mentoring along the way. 

I served in various church staff 
roles and as a senior pastor before 
we were appointed to serve in East 
Africa in 2000. I remember the 

uncomfortable thought of  my 
own uselessness dawning on me 
about six weeks into our African 
adventure. Virtually everything 
about my identity failed to 
transfer to my new African 
context. I realized within the 
short time of  two international 
flights that I had been reduced to 
a mere childlike proficiency in the 
most basic task areas. 

I needed instructions about bathing 
and buying tomatoes, washing 
clothes, and transportation. I 
experienced the vulnerability that 
comes with realizing I needed toilet 
training as well. 

What I had known in my former 
life seemed irrelevant in my new 
African setting. One morning, as 
I woke up in central Tanzania and 
looked out of my tent, I realized 
that I was living in a place where 
my proficiencies were extremely 
limited. Recognizing my own 
uselessness was actually helpful 
for the process I call role surrender. 
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For me, role surrender meant setting 
aside my previous proficiencies, 
confidence, credentials, and even 
my pride to decide to become a 
humble learner. This was a painful 
but significant valley that led to 
opportunities to discover a new 
identity and new proficiencies 
based on language and culture 
learning.

I cannot speak of  painful 
adjustments made for the sake 
of  culture and language without 
mentioning the model of 
Jesus, the ultimate missionary. 
Philippians describes the 
purposeful but painful descent of 
Jesus to leave behind his rightful 
role as Lord of the universe, enter 
our world, and participate in our 
culture and language in order to 
communicate: 

Have this mind among 
yourselves, which is yours in 
Christ Jesus, who, though he 
was in the form of God, did 
not count equality with God 
a thing to be grasped, but 
emptied himself, by taking 
the form of a servant, being 
born in the likeness of men. 
And being found in human 
form, he humbled himself by 
becoming obedient to the point 
of death, even death on a cross. 
(Phil. 2:5-8)

One of  the ways Jesus 
accommodated his audience was 
to engage the oral culture in which 
he lived. Of course, Jesus could have 
chosen any communication style, 
but more often than not he employed 
narratives, asked questions, and 
recited parables (Mark 4:34). Rather 
than delivering lofty lectures on 
theology, Jesus connected with his 
audience by teaching truth using 
stories from daily life.  

The model of Jesus motivated me to 
consider setting aside my comfort, 
communication preferences, and 
literate expositional style. The 
choice to start thinking about the 
oral preference learners around me 
was presented to me by passionate 
mentors who demonstrated the use 
of oral methods at home and in 
ministry settings. 

With these models in view, I began 
discipling my children with oral 
Bible stories in the evenings. I 
also decided I would take each 
invitation offered me to share, 
speak, or preach as an opportunity 
to model telling a story from 
God’s word. 

Once I realized that I could not 
maintain my familiar home culture 
role and that I needed to discover 
the new role I needed to fill in 
my target culture, two significant 
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questions arose: (1) What do I need 
to learn? and (2) How do I learn it?  

When you are entering a new 
culture, you need to learn to 
communicate, but equally 
important is the task of learning 
who you are communicating with 
and how to build relational bridges 
for your message. You might say 
that you could make this massive 
transition from the person you used 
to be to the person you are trying to 
become by employing only literate 
communication patterns and 
disregarding the notion of orality. 

However, there were certain benefits 
to be gained from choosing to 
acknowledge and engage the oral 
preference culture around me. 
Orality became like a new cultural 
language pattern for me that 
opened up new worlds of discovery. 
Awareness of the oral culture around 
me allowed me to see opportunities 
to become a learner and listener 
and set aside my previous role 
as an expert outsider. Orality 
provided opportunities for learning, 
participation, contextualization, 
interpretation, creativity, and the 
discovery of the uniqueness and 
beauty of the local language.     

Let’s consider the challenge of 
missionary communication in 
light of some observations from 

communication theory. Charles 
Kraft wrote about where meaning 
is found in communication 
(referenced in Hesselgrave 1991, 
63). And David Berlo writes:

Meanings are in people, [They 
are] covert responses contained 
in the human organism. 
Meanings are personal, 
our own property. We learn 
meanings, we add to them, 
we distort them, forget them, 
change them. We cannot find 
them. They are in us, not in 
messages. Communication does 
not consist of the transmission 
of meaning. Meanings are not 
transmittable, and meanings are 
not in the message, they are in 
the message users. (1960, 7-10)

With this communication 
challenge in mind, we must 
not forget that we do not bring 
meaning with us, but rather we 
are transmitters of  a message. 
We begin from our own culture 
with a source and formulate a 
message with a target audience 
in mind. We interact with 
scripture that is also a reflection 
of  a source, a message and a 
multitude of  target audiences. 
Our listeners in our target 
audience will hear the message 
and formulate meaning based 
on their worldview. 
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Awareness of  orality and oral 
methodologies helped me stay 
aware and engaged in these three 
cultures for learning culture and 
language. I never felt like I had 
fully uncovered the meanings in 
the people to whom I was delivering 
the message. Indeed, people are 
like onions and their layers come 
off slowly. 

There was never an end to 
language and culture learning; 
however, the process was valuable 
because of the discoveries about 
the meanings in people along the 
way. My observation has been 
that as outsiders coming into 
communities new to us, we tend 
to often highly value the message 
we bring, but we fail to give the 
same value to the meaning inside 
our target audience.  

Instead, we tend to focus on 
improving our content rather 
than uncovering the layers of 
meaning in our target culture. 
Oral methodologies offer 
advantages and opportunities to 
make progress on these two fronts 
simultaneously.   

Orality al lows outsiders 
legitimate opportunities to be 
learners alongside nationals. 
We desire to see those in our 
target culture transformed by 
the gospel but we will never 
know the knowledge they already 
possess, what they have actually 
understood, or the worldview 
that shapes their understanding 
until we stop talking and start 
listening. Oral methods allow 
significant time for listening and 
observing. 

David Hesselgrave developed the diagram below of the three-culture model 
of missionary communication.
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I have seen missionaries miss 
the opportunity to be learners. 
One missionary asked me why I 
was wasting so much time with 
learning the local language. He 
believed that I was slowing down 
the volume of  content that could 
be delivered if  I would simply 
lecture in English. With that kind 
of  ‘data dump’ understanding 
of  communication, we might as 
well record ourselves and then 
increase the playback speed of 
the data dump. Oral methods 
acknowledge the significance of 
learning from nationals and with 
nationals, rather than merely 
coming to unload knowledge 
upon them.  

When a small 
group retold, 
dramatized, 
and discussed 
a story from 
the Bible, 
e v e r y o n e 
h a d  t h e 
opportunity 
to become 
a learner. 
My presence 
as a missionary did not cast me 
in the role of the expert because 
others in the group were far beyond 
me in language and storytelling 
skills. During the storying process 
I learned new truths in the story 

previously overlooked because of 
my own cultural blindness. As 
a group member I learned from 
the story and learned from and 
with nationals. Learning together 
created valuable relational bonds.  

Orality is participatory. I learned 
that Ugandans (like most people) 
enjoyed participation in activities 
where they excel. I spent lots of 
time sitting under trees in a circle 
listening to them process stories 
in their local language. The people 
with whom I worked most closely 
were not illiterates but had various 
levels of  education and reading 
ability in the local language and in 

English. As I listened and learned 
the local language along the way, 
they allowed me to participate by 
asking questions and growing 
in my own contribution as a 
group member.  
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A lead story crafter would read and 
listen to a recorded story and draft 
an oral version. This was necessary 
because the available translation 
of the Bible had a good number 
of foreign words, obscurities, and 
ambiguities. As the oral drafting 
continued week after week, the group 
discovered numerous previously 
misunderstood figures of speech. 

At that point, I became a helpful 
resource person in the group. 
After understanding the meaning 
of  the biblical metaphor, the 
group would then translate that 
metaphor accurately, clearly, and 
naturally. The group would then 
own the new oral story and they 
were eager to share it with their 
own families and neighbors.    

O ra l i t y  a s s i s t s  w i t h 
contextualization. Orality helped 
Ugandans see that the Bible is the 
primary authority for truth-based 
transformation. Rather than the 
missionary being the expert or 
authority at the center of the group, 
the Bible story became the center for 
the group. Orality allows a transfer 
of authority away from an expert 
or outsider and puts the focus of 
authority on God’s word. This is 
a key factor in helping nationals 
deal with worldview transformation 
issues where traditional culture 
clashes with the Bible. 

Traditionally, even among 
Christians there has been resistance 
to the truth that both men and 
women were made in God’s image. 
When a story crafting group tried 
to unpack the term for being made 
in God’s image, they struggled to 
see how the image of God was a 
relevant truth with respect to male-
female relationships, inter-tribal 
relations, and marriage. 

The nationals were wary to 
accept the Western view that 
they had been told. Of course, 
they were aware of the agenda of 
the Western world to challenge 
the traditional roles of men and 
women. The image of God (Gen. 
1:27) was translated literally as 
"image or likeness" in the Bible and 
was readily available in the local 
language. However, after more 
discussion about the uniqueness 
of human beings in God’s creation, 
the story crafting group expressed 
a more functional meaning as 
"personality or character." 

God has given to human beings 
alone the unique ability to 
speak, think, choose, and have a 
relationship with God. The process 
of unpacking biblical terms and 
re-expressing them allowed the 
group to discover a more biblical 
understanding to a culturally-
charged topic.          
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Orality elevates local knowledge 
and expertise. I enjoyed (on most 
days) learning a new skill and the 
language that went along with that 
skill. Unfortunately, Ugandans 
are more than familiar with 
being taken for granted in their 
relationships with westerners. 
Due to the lingering influence of 
colonialism, an unwritten script 
seems to cast the westerner as the 
expert in most every situation. 

Although this is the overt cultural 
protocol, this script was not relevant 
or helpful for building relationships 
with mutual appreciation. In order 
to overcome this well-established 
barrier, we needed to operate off of 
a new script. One way we learned 
to do this was to ask a Ugandan 
to teach us a skill in the way he 
or she would teach a child. For 
example, we would say, “Teach 
me the process of growing and 
processing coffee.” 

We discovered that in oral 
societies, important skills are 
passed on through oral learning 
processes. The oral learning 
processes involved listening, 
watching, modeling, receiving 
instruction, and correction. We 
learned as we picked coffee beans, 
dried them in the sun, removed the 
cover from them, and eventually 
roasted them together. 

On another day, a colleague and 
I asked, “Can you teach us how 
to make flour?” We learned like 
children to pick up the cassava and 
place it in a large wooden mortar 
made from a hollow log.  Actually, 
there were children who sat down 
to enjoy watching the mundus 
(westerners) learn tasks that they 
had already mastered.  

We handled the large heavy 
wooden pestle, which was about 
five feet long and three inches in 
diameter. Quickly, we learned 
that we did not have the skill, the 
muscles, or the rhythm of the lady 
who taught us. She would let us 
hold the pestle as she pounded 
so we could feel the rhythm and 
the force needed to pound cassava 
into powder. 

We would then try on our own 
and become the laughingstock 
of our teacher and her children. 
Accepting the position of humility 
and learning a skill from an oral 
learner set us apart from other 
westerners. Of course, we learned 
a new vocabulary during the 
process, but more importantly, 
we made friends because we 
asked nationals to excel at an oral 
learning process.       

Orality opens windows of  
understanding to deep cultural 
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values. I never ceased to be amazed 
at the creativity and expression of 
a small group of people working 
together on a drama. The Ugandans 
we knew seemed to be set free to 
enter the story fully when they were 
developing a drama. 

After a drama, the group would 
learn new truths because they had 
lived the story. We gained some 
wonderful insights about culture 
from seeing Ugandans act dramas 
of  Bible stories and then debrief 
together. We saw the proper 
way to treat visitors displayed 
in the drama about Abraham 
entertaining three visitors.  
In that brief drama we saw honor 
and hospitality vividly displayed. 
This indirect kind of learning gave 
us rich cultural insight about many 
topics. The use of drama helped us 
understand how to interpret the 
ways we were treated as guests in 
the village and ways we could show 
honor to visitors in our home.  

Orality helps highlight the 
uniqueness and beauty of  the local 
language. The process of crafting 
oral Bible stories with a group of 
nationals enhanced my appreciation 
of the beauty and uniqueness of the 
Lugbara language. 

During the process, I learned 
about the tonal richness of the 

language and the uniqueness of 
the vocabulary within the eight 
dialects. These were treasured 
experiences which would not 
have been part of  my journey 
into Lugbara culture apart my 
involvement with nationals in the 
oral story crafting process. 

For example, I learned that in 
Genesis 4:7 the written text of 
the Lugbara Bible said that “sin is 
crouching at your door,” but this 
is a meaningless metaphor in the 
Lugbara language. After unpacking 
this metaphor, story crafters re-
expressed this metaphor as “sin is 
near you and about to catch you.” 
This is a very serious warning that 
you might use if someone is about 
to step on a snake.  

When hearing the vocabulary about 
God’s covenant with Abraham, I 
gained new insight into relational 
terminology. In Genesis 15:18, God 
made a covenant with Abraham 
which is translated in Lugbara 
as “God joined mouth with 
Abraham.” This beautiful picture 
of face-to-face communication lays 
the foundation for the new covenant 
relationship provided through Jesus. 

I never would have known the words 
kici kici even by reading 1 Kings 
18:38 in Lugbara, which describes 
the fire that fell on the altar built by 
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Elijah. When I heard the oral story 
in Lugbara and observed silence of 
the listeners, I knew the expression 
kici kici brought a unique expression 
of the dramatic and complete 
destruction of the stone altar, the 
wood, the bull, and the water in the 
trench. The dramatic pause of the 
storyteller and the sound of kici kici 
captured the wonder of what God 
had done very differently than the 
words that were written on the page 
of the Bible. 

These examples illustrate that the 
oral expression is dynamic and 
colorful and will often be missed 
in a process that seeks to use only 
a literate process or read words on 
a printed page.   

Orality encourages clarification. 
Another benefit of using oral methods 
is the methodology of questions and 

discussion. At first, we did not realize 
how rare it was for individuals to 
be afforded the opportunity to ask 
questions about spiritual issues. There 
was a strong tradition of top-down 
authority-based teaching in the 
established churches. 

In some churches, people were 
told that it that was sinful to ask 
questions. The expectation of the 
church leadership was that people 
should come and listen quietly 
without asking questions. We often 
encountered people who carried 
lots of confusion about the Bible, 
but were told that asking questions 
was not an appropriate response 
to the Bible. 

We never had much influence with 
the church leaders on this point. We 
chose not to publicly oppose church 
leaders or challenge their authority. 
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However, we did train as many 
people as we could to use oral Bible 
studies, questions, dramas, and 
debriefing. This new interactive 
paradigm for discovering truth from 
the Bible created opportunities 
for new disciples to grow in their 
knowledge of the word of God and 
train others.

Orality is more than a tool for 
packaging the message of  the 
gospel. Orality offers opportunities 
and tools for the beginning 
missionary even during the early 
days of  language and culture 
learning for building relationships 
that allow you to learn the 
worldview of your target audience.  

As I look back on our years in 
Uganda, what we learned about 
the people was just as important 
as learning how to communicate 
the message to them. I can see that 
we had many weaknesses and we 
made mistakes along the way. 

When it was time to depart 
Uganda, the people said many 
wonderful things to us. Nobody 
actually thanked me for a specific 
Bible study, sermon, or training 
I had taught. However, several 
people said they were thankful 
for us because they knew that 
we loved them. I will never forget 
those words: “We know you love us 
because you learned our language, 
you ate our food, you slept on the 
ground with us, and you walked 
on the road with us.” 

I am very thankful for the trainers 
and mentors who introduced 
me to orality and mentored 
me in language and culture 
learning along the way. I have 
no regrets for the efforts I made 
to leave my comfortable, literate, 
expositional world and begin 
the journey of  understanding 
another way of  learning and 
communicating. I am richer 
because of  this journey.  
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Soon after the Pokemon Go game 
was launched in Singapore in 

July 2016, a local church put up 
a banner facing the outside with 
the in-game map and the words 
“Pokeballs, potions or revives 
we do not have. Instead, we have 
the Living Christ, who died for 
your sins and mine. Come and 
experience Him! This is a GRACE-
stop” with the name of the church 
and service times below. 

Some weeks later, another church 
put up a banner with the same in-
game map with the words “This 
stop is where you recover your 
spiritual HP (sic.). The Lord is 
my strength and my defense; He 
has become my salvation Psalm 
118:14.” In Singapore, banners 
are a wayside pulpit1 as churches 
connect with current issues and 
engage a secular society.

Banners are common outside 
churches and other religious 
buildings in Singapore. These are 
usually placed on the fence of the 

church, facing the outside, with the 
intention of catching the attention 
of passers-by. 

Churches located along busy roads 
or thoroughfares, or near public 
bus stops, would take advantage 
of that location and strategically 
place banners where there can be 
a maximum exposure. Usually, 
banners are informational, telling 
about programs or special events 
coming up. Thus, for example, 
many churches who run the “Alpha” 
program, which invites people to 
know more about Christianity, 
have a banner with the words “Got 
Questions?” and a bespectacled 
young man looking quizzically 
into the middle distance. Its very 
plainness encourages questions 
about anything, a trait of  the 
program which creates space for 
anyone to ask anything about the 
Christianity. 

Singapore is a multi-religious 
society and other religious 
groups also put up informational 
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banners on their fences. It is quite 
clear to whom the information 
is targeted—a banner outside a 
mosque in Arabic is for Muslims 
as they are the ones who can 
read and understand Arabic. The 
Tamil language church located at 
my workplace will often advertise 
special services or events in banners 
in that language, reaching out to 
the Tamil-speaking people who 
frequent the area. 

While there are four official 
languages in Singapore—English, 
Mandarin Chinese, Malay, and 
Tamil—English is the lingua franca. 
Banners in English can therefore 
be read and understood by many 
people. Christianity in Singapore is 
largely English-speaking anyway, so 
church banners are often in English.

While informational banners 
are common across the different 
religious groups in Singapore, in this 
article we will explore proclamation 
banners. These are banners which 
proclaim a message, either by 
making a statement, raising an issue, 
or asking a question. Such banners 
are intentionally addressed to the 
general public outside the church 
and are a form of proclamation of 
Christian truth in the public space. 
Today, everyone has an opinion 
and wants to make a statement, 
and social media like Facebook and 

Instagram are platforms for such 
engagement. While messages can be 
put there, whether or not people see 
it depends upon whether it appears 
on their newsfeed and whether or 
not people are even on social media. 
However, banners in public spaces 
are there for all who pass by to see. 

Thus, there is still a place today to 
engage in physical spaces such as 
church walls. If the banner has a 
familiar symbol or picture, such as 
the in-game map of Pokemon Go, 
or the horse in the year of the horse, 
it catches attention. Therefore, the 
purpose of the banner is fulfilled. By 
simply using familiar images and pithy 
and witty statements and puns, these 
proclamations are fresh presentations 
of the Christian message.

Employing the common language 
and cultural symbols that are 
understood by many and coupled 
with meaningful artistic design, 
these banners catch people’s 
attention. As we shall explain in this 
article, appropriate and meaningful 
banners are best accomplished by 
cultural insiders who appreciate 
the context and can therefore make 
prescient proclamations. When a 
church makes regular and consistent 
proclamation banners, the public 
will begin to associate the church 
with such proclamations, therefore 
adding to the witness of the church. 
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While often incorporating print, 
these proclamation banners 
must be understood 
as reflecting and in 
dialogue with several 
of  the descriptive 
disciplines related to 
orality. It is therefore 
wort  keeping what 
Charles Madinger 
c a l l s ,  “ o r a l i t y 
framed content” 
in mind—namely, 
culture, language, literacy, 
networks, memory, and the 
arts.2 Whether intentionally or 
not, the principles of  orality 
are impacting the types of 
proclamations that churches are 
making today.

One Local Church Example
Orchard Road Presbyterian 
Church has capitalized on its 
location where there is plenty 
of  vehicular and 
pedestrian traffic, 
and regularly puts 
up proclamation 
b a n n e r s . I n 
February 2014, 
d u r i n g  t h e 
Chinese New 
Year season and 
in the Chinese 
almanac year of 
the horse, they 
put up the banner 

below (www.orpc.sg/happenings/
banners?page=2). 

This message pulls together the 
Chinese preoccupation with luck, 
the New Year message, and firmly 
points to God, who is not capricious.

On another occasion, when many 
Singaporeans were avidly following 
the Korean drama Descendants 
of  the Sun, a gripping love story 
between a doctor and a soldier, 
the church put up a sign entitled 
“Descendants of the Son.” 
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More recently was a photograph of 
the church circa ninteenth century 
with the words “For the last 160 
years, we have been saying only 
one thing: God loves you.” Unlike 
previous proclamation banners 
they had put up, this one has a 
straightforward gospel message, 
while capitalizing on their long 
history in the country.

This church has been putting up 
proclamation banners for several 
years now. They have shown that 
they are engaged with the world, 
and that there is a Christian 
response for all of life. More than 
just inviting people to come to 
church and join their activities, 
they are putting a message outside 
the church. 

In public places, these messages 
are seeds which are sown widely 
and broadly, causing everyone to 
consider what is being said. This 
too is an act of Christian witness 
which should be applauded and 
encouraged. Over time, those who 
frequent the area may look forward 
to these messages. Since Christians 
are as likely to read these banners 
as non-Christians, they too may be 
inspired in their faith.

Engaging Publicly
In recent decades, Christians have 
become more aware of the public 

dimensions of  their faith. As 
Bishop Lesslie Newbigin declared 
in the early 1990s, 

We are called, I think, to bring 
our faith into the public arena, 
to publish it, to put it at risk in 
the encounter with other faiths 
and ideologies in open debate 
and argument, and in the risky 
business of discovering what 
Christian obedience means in 
radically new circumstances 
and in radically different human 
cultures. (1993, 59-60). 

Bringing the Christian faith into 
the public realm has now led 
theologians and missiologists to 
explore what it means for Christians 
to be engaged in the common 
good, politics, and global society 
(see Volf 2011; Budziszewski 2006; 
Hainsworth and Paeth 2010).

Public theology, by definition, 
discusses public issues. These issues 
are not only national level issues 
such as the laws of the country, 
but also popular level things such 
as games. Jesus Christ is Lord of 
all of life. 

As George Hunsberger explains, 
public theology is mission as it 
is “theologizing about public life 
and the implications of the reign 
of God regarding its character and 
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shape, or the church's theologizing 
with and among all those who 
share public life together and 
seek to find the common good” 
(2005, 317, emphasis his). Such 
theologizing about public life 
and then proclaiming a message 
to others is an act of mission of 
the Church. 

The various elements in this 
endeavor include:
• Discussing issues which affect 

the public life of the community
• Theologizing or putting 

Christian theological reflection 
on the issue

• Proclaiming those ideas in 
public (the public here would 
be the ‘general’ public, not the 
specific Christian audience; 
hence, the message needs to be 
meaningful to them)

These three are closely intertwined 
and related—as matters or issues 
arise, Christians reflect on them 
and then share their thoughts with 
others. When those thoughts are 
to be proclaimed in the public 
realm, special attention is given 
to what is said and how it is said 
so that the message is meaningful, 
thought-provoking, or encouraging 
to others.

By putting up banners, the 
church shows that it is engaging 

in society, especially with trends 
and popular culture. These can 
be meaningful statements to 
make so that Christians and the 
church break down perceptions 
that Christians are aloof or other 
worldly. Furthermore, Christians 
show that there is a Christian 
response, or a Christian way of 
looking at a current issue. 

There are many matters that one 
can proclaim about, so choosing 
the topic requires some wisdom; 
ideally, it should be a subject that 
is commonly understood, easily 
identifiable, and which lends itself 
to a uniquely Christian comment or 
point of view. Such a proclamation 
involves what Hunsberger calls 
a “courageous particularity” 
in engaging culture (2005, 323). 
Proclaiming the gospel involves 
some risks. For example, the issue 
may turn out to be a 15-minute 
wonder; however, if that were to 
be the case, then the banner could 
be taken down. 

The public proclamation of the 
gospel must be in language and 
forms that can be understood 
easily and clearly by members of 
the public. As mentioned above, 
these banners are in English and 
so accessible to many residents in 
Singapore. The banners must also 
be clear—that is, we must ask, 
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What is the message that the church 
is giving or statement that is being 
made? Furthermore, there can be a 
diversity of opinions, and while the 
church may wish to make a distinct 
Christian statement, they need to 
give room for different expressions 
and views. 

In the past, Singapore Christian 
engagement on national issues 
has been primarily done 
through presenting papers to 
the government. For example, 
Parliament would issue a White 
Paper or open a forthcoming 
Bill for discussion and invite 
the public to give their views. 
This has been done on such 
issues as abortion; the Women’s 
Charter which deals with, among 
other matters, the grounds for 
divorce; and the Maintenance of 
Religious Harmony: matters of 
high public interest and matters 
of  conscience. 

The views given by the public 
may be taken into consideration 
before the final Act is drafted, 
although Parliament is not obliged 
to do so. In 2005, the Singapore 
government engaged the general 
public in a discussion on whether 
or not to have casinos in the city-
state. Christian individuals and 
organizations like the National 
Council of Churches took part 

in this discussion, presenting 
Christian views on the issues. 

In these situations, while Singapore 
Christians do engage, it is mainly 
the elite—intellectuals and church 
leaders who speak up, and speak 
for, the Christian community. On 
some issues, like abortion, one 
needs to have specialized medical 
or legal knowledge to be able to 
engage meaningfully with the 
content. Furthermore, since one 
is dealing with the government, 
one needs to present cogent 
arguments in language that the 
secular authorities can understand 
and appreciate, and present 
arguments for and on behalf  of 
the common good. 

Proclamation banners, on the other 
hand, are made by local churches 
and by believers in that parish as 
they consider the issues that they 
face and seek to live as faithful 
disciples of Jesus Christ. These are 
public in the sense of being done by 
the common people. Churches are 
merely trying to engage in life, and 
all that life is. This is commendable 
and should be encouraged. 

Engaging Theologically
Christian proclamation must be 
theologically informed both by 
scripture and Christian tradition. 
Merely printing verses from 
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scripture would be meaningless 
to the general public, who are of 
another or no religion. We have 
seen how these church banners used 
Bible verses and puns (Descendants 
of the Sun – Descendants of the 
Son) to make a point about the 
Christ who came to serve. These 
proclamations, made in the public 
realm, need to strike that fine 
balance between being Christian 
and yet not being too preachy. 

The banner that said that the 
church did not have “poké balls but 
had Jesus Christ,” while stating 
a theological truth, makes too 
large a conceptual jump from the 
game to Jesus Christ. There could 
have been some other reference 
(e.g., to throwing balls to ‘catch’ 
something more worthwhile than 
Pokemons, say peace of mind or 
joy, which can be found in the 
church, or in Christ).

A statement made to the public 
must be in language and form 
that is accessible by the public. 
In the multicultural and multi-
religious context of Singapore, 
such a statement must be 
meaningful to the general public. 
Proclamation banners are different 
from conducting an evangelistic 
message in church, where people 
are expecting to hear a message 
about Christianity.

A proclamation banner by a church 
is more akin to a person posting 
a status update on Facebook, 
and so can be truth statements; 
but such statements can also be 
questions, be reflective, and even 
be humorous. The banners can also 
use meaningful and appropriate 
symbols and pictures as these 
catch the eye more easily than mere 
words. Some people may stop to 
read, but others may just be passing 
by on the bus, so the message must 
be easily read and understood. 

Furthermore, the message on 
the banner should not just be for 
observers to step into church, but 
to point them to Jesus Christ, who 
is the way, the truth, and the life. 

Missional Significance of  
Proclamation Banners
Asian Christians are challenged 
to engage creatively in their 
context—both in the gospel 
message that is proclaimed and 
in the medium and means of 
bringing that message. In some 
Asian countries, Christians 
cannot preach the gospel openly; 
China and Vietnam are atheistic 
communist countries and the 
state only recognizes state-
sanctioned religious groups. 
Malaysia has a Muslim majority 
which seeks greater Islamization 
of  their country. 
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In these contexts, Christian 
engagement in the public sphere 
is restricted or even prohibited. 
But that does not mean the church 
in those contexts cannot make 
a gentle or subtle proclamation 
of  the gospel through banners. 
As done by Christians who 
know their context well, such 
messages can be meaningful and 
sensitive. They can make such 
proclamations prudently. 

In Singapore, as elsewhere, 
Christians are seeking ways to 
tell others the good news of Jesus 
Christ. However, non-Christians 
may have heard the message and 
have not responded positively to it. 
Others may have closed themselves 
to messages about being sinners, or 
are simply fatigued hearing about 
Jesus. While not intrusive, the 
banners are simply there and can 
catch one’s eye. A pithy statement 
can cause one to pause. In these 
ways, these banners are missional.

Since Singapore is a multi-
religious society, Singaporeans 
are generally courteous towards 
people of  different faiths and 
will seek to maintain religious 
harmony. Therefore, this practice 
of Singapore churches could be 
adapted and adopted by Christians 
in other societies so that they too 
can intentionally and sensitively 

proclaim the gospel using this 
medium in their contexts. 

While Christians in Singapore 
have religious freedom, church 
and state are firmly separate. In 
an op-ed piece published in the 
national newspaper, Mohammad 
Alami Musa, a Muslim and the 
Head of Studies in Inter-religious 
Relations in Plural Societies 
Programme of  a local university, 
said that religious groups in 
Singapore played a part in 
enhancing Singapore’s secularism 
(2016, A26). He explicated that 
this is done by the state applying 
a “principle of  being equidistant 
in accommodating the special 
needs and interests of  the various 
religious groups, as well as in 
giving some space to religion in 
the public square without causing 
disharmony.” 

While the church recognizes this, 
and will do its part to maintain 
religious harmony, the Christian 
faith is not private and Christians 
should find ways of reaching out 
to others with the gospel message. 
It is in this context that Christians 
in Singapore engage in the public 
square. Church banners become 
another way of simply putting 
the good news out there, while 
simultaneously interacting with 
the issues of the day. 
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Conclusion
Christians all over the world 
continue to face the challenge of 
presenting the word of God in 
meaningful and relevant ways in 
order that as Paul put it, “by all 
possible means to save some” (1 
Cor. 9:22). The current renewed 
interest in orality has opened doors 
for more creative evangelism and 
discipleship using art, music, 
drama, and storytelling. 

This exploration of proclamation 
banners has highlighted several of 
the key disciplines for considering 
oral-framed messages. For example, 
churches have used banners to 
engage popular cultural topics; 
have employed familiar language; 
have recognized the need for 
symbols and images that can be 
easily understanding (literacy); 
and have sought to package these 
banners in artistic manners that 
are attention-grabbing as well 
as aesthetically pleasing. They 
are bold proclamations in a 

common, indeed, low-tech medium 
(Madinger 2010, 201-213). 

Thus, we begin to recognize how 
proclamation banners are more oral 
in their communication style than 
perhaps previously understood. 
They interpret culture as churches 
reflect how the Christian message 
is brought to bear on matters of 
everyday life. 

While a banner may not be the 
main reason for a person to come 
to faith or be renewed in faith, such 
oral proclamations are part of the 
whole picture of Christian witness 
in the public square in Singapore. 

Some years ago, during the Christmas 
season, a church in Singapore had a 
long banner of three men on camels 
on one side with a star on the far side. 
In between were the words “Wise 
men still seek Jesus.” May this be 
the posture of all who are Christ-
followers and the inclination of all 
those who are seeking.3 

1The term “wayside pulpit” generally refers to signs outside churches which have 
a message. In 2007, in the United Kingdom, there was actually a competition for 
the best or worst of these wayside pulpits, with prize money of £500 sponsored 
by a church property insurance company.

2See Madinger’s Seven Disciplines of Orality diagram at the front of this edition 
of the Journal. 

3Thanks to Lai Pak Wah, Ng Zhiwen, Saw Seang Pin, and Tang Huey Ming for 
sharing photographs, ideas, and suggestions for this article.
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Over 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.

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 

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 
a m o n g  o ra l - b a ck g ro u n d 
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
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 non-
oral 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-non-
oral person, but he could not 
follow the abstract reasoning 
characteristic of  a highly non-

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 oral-
background 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. 

Second, oral and non-oral people 
store information differently 
(Goody 1977; Vansina 1965). A non-
oral 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 oral-
background person requires more 
than modification of existing non-
oral 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 

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 worldview-
sensitive stories, while ignoring the 
conceptual structures and schemata 
of oral-background people. 

Accordingly, the evangelist-
discipler crafts Bible stories 
according to his or her non-oral 
schema. In the end, he or she 
simply shifts from a blatant non-
oral approach to a seemingly 
oral approach that retains, at 
the fundamental level, a non-
oral 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 
o ra l - b a ck g ro u n d  p e o p l e 
involves two separate points: 
a shift in perspective and the 
adoption of  a discipleship 
model that encompasses the 
orality typology.

Shift in Perspective
Disc ip le -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 oral-
background 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 non-
orality 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 oral-
background person lies in adjusting 
the internal structure of narratives 
to his or her schema. 

The non-oral discipler typically 
develops a story chronologically: 

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 interpreted-
importance 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 
foundat ion upon which 
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 

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 life-
situation, 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. 
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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 theology 
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 

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 non-
oral 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, 
must  be  s tructured in 
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. 

Conclusion
Oral -backg round people 
view the world differently 
than non-oral people. Their 
thought processes function 
different ly.  Even though 
Evangelicals have increasingly 
eng aged the  chal lenges 
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 
bel ievers.  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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s I survey the field of leadership 
development, I’m always 

scouting for a good lab for us 
to learn from when we consider 
orality. I loved this one: Mountains, 
Men and the Making of  Leaders by 
Brent Hoover. You can learn more 
here: http://healthyleaders.com/
mountains-men-making-leaders. 

Brent and I serve on a board 
together and he is a leader with an 
organization called LeaderSource. 
I’m impressed with them and their 
president, Malcolm Webber.

Many of you may be under the 
mistaken impression that orality 
is simply about storytelling or 
talking, but this isn’t true. There are 
multiple methods to oral learning, 
and Brent embodies many of these 
in this journey of adult education. 
You’ll find examples of experiential 
and participatory learning mixed 
within this powerful narrative. 
Along the way, each leader is 

encouraged to share his or her life 
story. I’ve found this to be one of 
the most powerful ways to develop 
leaders. Lessons are learned 
through life-on-life mentoring and 
shepherding and through walking 
through challenging situations 
together. You’ll also notice the 
power of memory development.

Let me share an example from a 
LeaderTrek.

The seven men who awaited me 
were excited and prepared for 
a once-in-a-lifetime challenge 
that would bring them closer to 
the Lord, help each man to face 
himself, and bond them together 
in greater trust and transparency. 

On that rather cool first night, we 
gathered in our guide’s home at 
the foot of the mountain range at 
about a 9,000-foot elevation. We 
knew that in the next two days we 
would be hiking up to an elevation 
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of 14,000 feet. Each man was to 
gather from the riverbed a stone 
that in some way resembled his 
own character. One by one, each 
shared how he was like that stone. 
Together, we laid them on the table. 
Then, I asked, “What is it going to 
take to change this stone of yours?”

I wanted them to think deeply about 
their nature, pride, weaknesses, the 
process God might use to reshape 
them, and, most importantly, their 
participation in that process.

Awaiting them were the challenges 
of memorizing a chunk of God’s 
word, hours of solitude to listen 
to God, and sharing their personal 
life stories—all in the context of 
the physical group challenge of 
high country, heavy backpacking, 
and altitude sickness. I told them 
their stones would be different in 
a week’s time.

And that is how our LeaderTrek 
began.

During the years, I have worked 
with urban church leaders in Asia 
and have seen how the rigors of 
city life and shepherding a growing 
church can take its toll on the 
leader: his walk with God, his 
relationships, his family life. To 
counter this, I used to teach young 
pastors the biblical principles 

of  healthy leaders, but it was 
not enough—and neither was it 
enough for Jesus as he built his 
closest disciples.

True discipleship involves giving 
followers real-life opportunities to 
rise or fall while drawing them ever 
closer to their teacher who loves 
them, guides them, exhorts them, 
and passes on his wisdom to them.

Gradually, I learned how we could 
help these urban ministers in 
Asia become healthier disciples. 
Here are just a few of the things 
I learned. First, we discover their 
primary areas of  need. After many 
years of  knowing and sharing 
life with them, I have found their 
true heart needs to be intimacy 
with God; a healthy spousal 
relationship; a close, transparent 
friendship with at least one other 
man in ministry; and personal 
equipping for the building of more 
healthy leaders.

Second, we create a relational, 
experiential, and spiritual 
environment into which the 
teachings of  Jesus Christ come 
alive. Taking the men on a 
wilderness LeaderTrek provides 
the setting in which I can really get 
to know them, challenge them, and 
inspire them to go deeper with God 
and other men.
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Although we cannot do all that 
they want or hope for, we can do 
one very important thing: help lay a 
foundation of healthy leadership in 
their hearts that will last a lifetime. 
This means time. This means 
sweating together through ministry 
situations. It means one-on-one 
heartfelt sharing, questioning, 
and struggling through various 
life scenarios.

Rather than rushing to help them 
understand how to build more 
leaders (as I did in my earlier years 
of ministry), I now rush to their 
private side. I want just one thing: 
I want their hearts.

Doing a LeaderTrek helps me get 
their hearts as we adventure together 
into a mountain wilderness—no 
cell phone signals, no ministry 
responsibilities, no busyness. But 
it is also a step into another kind 
of wilderness—a soul wilderness. 
I send them out into solitude, with 
granite cliffs dwarfing them and 
nothing but deep blue sky and the 
sound of the wind. I ask them to 
think deeply about three primary 
questions: God, who are you? 
Father, who am I? and Lord, what 
do you want me to do?

I find that we often rush to that 
third question without really 
answering the first two. But 

discipleship works only when we 
answer these questions in order. 
Once we understand who God 
really is, then we can answer who, 
or whose, we really are. Once those 
two questions have been settled, 
the third question of one’s calling 
comes more easily into focus.

These are the “5Cs” of healthy 
leaders all over again: Christ 
(Who are you, God?), Community, 
Character (Whose am I? What kind 
of  a person am I?), Calling, and 
Competencies (Lord, what do you 
want me to do?).

This is how Jesus taught us to make 
disciples: He grabbed men’s hearts 
by his own profound, intimate 
Father-Son relationship with God 
and his reckless abandonment to 
the Father’s call. He then issued the 
challenge to come and follow him—
not just to follow in what he was 
doing, but to follow Jesus into his 
kind of relationship with the Father.

Then, in a loving relationship 
of  Master and followers, he 
challenged them immensely at 
every level, especially their faith 
in God, love for God and others, 
character, and calling. And through 
his careful instruction and life-on-
life training, he built in them the 
capacities to lead the church and 
impact the world.
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In all we do with indigenous 
leaders in the urban church in 
Asia, we seek to instill these 
truths and experiences, turning 
them to Jesus, who will lead them 
as co-shepherds of his Church. 
Twice a year, I invite men to 
the mountains—into a deeper 
relationship with Jesus, with other 
men, and with the word of God. 
I have never regretted it. 

These men are like living stones, 
precious and useful to God in 
the building of his kingdom. But 
until they are discipled at a deeper 
level, they don’t always know it or 
believe it. They tend to doubt their 
walk with Jesus and struggle with 

being husbands and fathers, not to 
mention church leaders.

For others, it is a struggle with 
pride or a fear of being known. But 
whatever kind of stony character 
they come with, I believe those 
seven days leave a deep memory 
in their souls—a memory that goes 
far beyond any remembrance of 
what I say.

What did you capture in this 
journey? Did you see how you can 
employ a variety of methods to 
develop leaders? It’s not just about 
lecturing and storytelling; rather, 
it’s a multisensory approach to 
building leadership capacity.
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I had just moved with my 
husband into a new rental 

property in the village, and we 
had purchased a solar hot water 
unit. Our landlord offered the 
services of his handyman to install 
it. Then, in an effort to allay our 
doubts as to his knowledge and 
expertise, the handyman said, 
“Don’t worry, I know everything 
there is to know about these!” 
This only increased our doubts, 
especially when he didn’t have an 
answer for the very next question 
we asked!  

There was a time when I would 
have considered the handyman 
proud and arrogant with a 
disregard for truth. But in coming 
to realize the honor/shame (HS) 
dynamics of Sub-Saharan Africa 
a few years ago, I recognized the 

When an old man dies, a library burns. – African proverbi 

guy was trying to maintain and 
demonstrate his own sense of 
honor and avoid shame.ii

Yet this incident (and others like it) 
could be a window into a deeper, 
and maybe little-recognized, issue 
occurring when an orality culture 
intersects with HS dynamics.

One Step Further
There have been various papers 
written showing that orality-
preference cultures are HS-
emphasis cultures (e.g., Chiang 
and Lovejoy 2015), and if we are 
to effectively reach oral cultures, 
then we must have an awareness 
of HS dynamics.

However, perhaps we need to go 
one step further, examining how 
the two factors of orality and HS 
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interact with each other and the 
implications of such an interaction 
and interplay upon discipleship. 
This could influence to what 
degree people are “conformed 
to the pattern” of their cultural 
worldview rather than being 
“transformed by the renewing of 
their mind” (Rom. 12:1-2), and 
how in turn they teach others.

The factors of honor and shame 
affect who and what is heard and 
how it is heard. The prominence 
of  orality in an HS setting 
elevates oral communication to 
a place of honor and as a means 
of giving or gaining honor. To a 
large degree, orality directs and 
determines how the HS values are 
constructed and how they play out 
in community life. The limits of 
orality interacting with the cultural 
dynamics of honor and shame also 
bring boundaries to the perception 
and reception of knowledge and, 
ultimately, of truth.

Orality is a spectrum. Every human 
being is “oral.” We learn to listen and 
talk before we read and write. When 
we get up in the morning, we don’t 
write a note to say “good morning” 
to our spouse—we speak it! 

Orality then is a matter of  degree 
and type—how much we use/
prefer spoken word over written 

communication, and for what 
purposes and within what 
boundaries. Similarly, HS is a matter 
of  degree and type; every culture 
has factors of  honor and shame, 
but each may give it lesser or greater 
emphasis, finding different actions 
and attitudes honorable or shameful. 

For the purpose of this article, I 
want to use the term orality culture 
to mean the area from about the 
middle of the spectrum (where 
people still predominantly have an 
oral preference for communication) 
to the end of the spectrum (where 
no written communication occurs 
at all in the course of daily life), 
although, aspects of  orality 
dynamics will permeate even 
further than this. 

Furthermore, when we talk about 
orality cultures being HS cultures, 
we cannot assume the reverse is 
automatically true. Not all HS 
culture groups and their members 
are primarily or solely oral 
communicators and learners. 

This HS context is Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Unlike the HS contexts of 
Asia and the Islamic world, Sub-
Saharan Africa has no people 
group with an indigenous historical 
written language, let alone a long 
history of books and libraries such 
as in China.iii  
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For an African, particularly in rural 
areas, all information is traditionally 
transmitted orally and visually 
through example, without any 
greater body of knowledge existing 
outside what they hear/see directly 
via “live feed” from their own 
cultural elders. It is true, however, 
that as exposure to Western-style 
education and technology increases, 
more Africans are aware that other 
knowledge exists on non-traditional 
African topics (extracurricular to 
daily life).

In the process of  our cultural 
research and observation of 
HS dynamics, various issues 
stand out in relation to how 
they interact with orality, not 
least in more rural village areas 
(where both orality and the HS 
dynamics are strongest), and in 
how they restrict learning via 
limits on knowledge acquisition 
and dissemination. I list a 
number of  the areas where these 
issues emerge.

1. In the home learning 
environment. Children are usually 
reprimanded for being disrespectful 
if they ask “why questions about 
traditional practices and life in 
general. Instead, children learn by 
observing and copying without 
clarification or explanation, in the 
hopes that they will “get it right.” 

Correction comes if they make a 
mistake. Positive, pro-active, or 
preemptive oral instruction is rare.

2. In the cultural learning 
environment. Tribal members 
are expected to observe and 
listen to those around them. 
They must preserve and maintain 
culture “as is” so as to honor 
the ancestors who have left 
the elders as guardians of  the 
tribe and its culture. Change 
is counter-cultural because to 
intentionally add to or neglect 
cultural knowledge is to dishonor 
the ancestors who gave it.

3. In the formal education 
learning environment. Students 
in school are either forbidden or 
not encouraged to ask questions, 
and are often punished physically 
or through verbal shaming if 
they try. This can even inhibit 
asking questions in classes where 
teachers allow it. Students tend to 
learn only the knowledge given 
and required to be repeated back 
(in an exam) by the elder (teacher) 
so as to achieve the honor of 
graduation.  Rural schools also 
often have no library or only a 
small library and no Internet 
access. For example, less than 
10% of  schools even in well-
developed South Africa have 
functional libraries.iv 
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4. In the business learning 
environment.  A person 
subconsciously brings practices of 
learning into his or her “modern” 
working life. Bosses don’t like to 
be questioned and employees are 
fearful of what may be perceived 
as bringing shame. Employees 
may learn—and do—only what 
is needed to keep the boss happy 
enough so that they are not fired.

5.  In the church. Unless biblical 
instruction and correction is 
brought, there is no reason to 
believe people will function 
differently within the church group 
from how they function in every 
other group, according to what they 
think is normal. They learn enough 
to keep others around them happy 
and preserve what they perceive to 
be a sense of unity.

Orality and Honor/Shame 
Together Affect Knowledge 
Growth
The oral passing down of 
knowledge from one generation 
to another is limited by whatever 
information is available at the time, 
by what the living elders are willing 
to give out, and by the lifespan they 
have in which to give it.v  

Elders ensure that “juniors” are 
never able to know as much as they 
do. It’s an unwritten cultural rule 

that the elder must always have the 
honor of being deferred to as more 
knowledgeable. 

This “cultural kit” of data forms 
the limits and laws as to what is to 
be learned and preserved. There is 
a subtle nuance to this in Walter 
Ong’s book Orality and Literacy, 
in which he asks the reader to 
“imagine a culture where no-one 
has ever ‘looked up’ anything. 
In a primary oral culture, the 
expression ‘to look up something’ 
is an empty phrase” (2012, 31). One 
doesn’t “look up” anything because 
there is no further information 
bank beyond the cultural kit that 
is passed down.

If a person subconsciously sees 
knowledge acquisition as a means 
to achieve status/identity within 
the group via a cultural kit, then 
it could also be subconsciously 
easy just to learn the “workplace 
kit” when starting a new job, or 
seek to learn the “church kit” on 
becoming a church member. This 
may not be a conscious choice, 
but simply the outworking of a 
biblically unaddressed, sinful, self-
honor seeking “manner [patterns] 
of life” (Eph. 4:22).

Even when an African is exposed to 
Western education, most students 
learn only enough to be able to give 
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the right answers on exams and have 
little interest in thinking outside the 
box or exploring beyond what is 
required. This has been observed 
right through to post-graduate levels. 

Orality societies extensively use 
repetition and recitation as the 
primary mode of education, even 
in schools. Analytical discovery 
learning is not on the cultural 
radar (Bowen,1989); therefore, 
knowledge and learning is not 
seen as a lifelong discovery of 
knowledge that is infinite.  

For Christians (especially in the 
West), knowledge is attached to 
the concept that no human being 
or group knows everything there 
is to know about life. As part of 
the Christian worldview, we know 
that God is the only one who is all-
knowing, thus as human beings we 
can never exhaust the knowledge 
there is to acquire and discover. 

God also gave the written word 
to us, thus setting an example of 
the benefits and importance of 
knowledge beyond what can fit 
into an orally passed down ‘kit’. 
We can easily take for granted the 
many gifts the Judeo-Christian 
worldview has given Western 
society, where books continue to 
be written and more discoveries 
made. We are encouraged in the 

West to explore beyond current 
boundaries and knowledge. We 
never think we have attained all 
there is to know on a topic. To say 
that we had would be considered 
the height of arrogance and treated 
as an attitude to be ashamed of! 

In contrast, in an Honor/Shame/
Orality (HSO) culture, the limited 
information contained in what is 
passed down from generation to 
generation is accepted as all that one 
needs to know and all that there is to 
know. To enquire or question is seen 
as shaming the elders—and exposing 
them as less than all-knowing.  

This has far-reaching implications. 
Our Western blind spot to HS 
may also extend to a blind spot in 
regard to the interactive dynamics 
of HS with an oral society. This 
interaction forms a critical 
part of the outworking of the 
worldview, and thus can impact the 
effectiveness of gospel discipleship. 

A failure to identify and address 
the results of such an interaction 
does not leave a neutral zone. 
Jackson Wu explains in his book 
Saving God’s Face, 

Silence then becomes the 
Trojan horse where culture 
imports meaning, values 
and practice. Human beings 
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demand answers to life 
questions. A myriad of life 
experiences push a person 
towards one conclusion over 
another, whether consciously 
or unconsciously.  Inevitably, 
if not informed by a holistic 
biblical theology, many will 
simply default to the prevailing 
cultural norms. (2012, 42)

David Hesselgrave says, “From 
a communication point of view 
it is imperative that we analyze 
the worldview of our respondent 
cultures. It is in the context of these 
worldviews that our message will 
be decoded and evaluated” (1992, 
Section C-45). 

The first step in the analysis of the 
respondent culture is to identify 
the HSO interactive dynamics in 
cultural areas which are misplaced 
and antagonistic to biblical truth. 
Shining the light of truth into 
hidden dark corners of culture is 
the starting point. We should both 
correct error as well as teach truth 
(2 Tim. 3:16).

I’d like to share some of the cultural 
areas which we have observed in the 
hope it might help others to get a 
head start on more effective gospel 
ministry in cultures where orality 
and HS intersect, not least on the 
African continent.vi   

1. Spiritual language vs spiritual 
life. This is not a new problem as 
God once rightly accused another 
group of people: “You honor me 
with your lips, but your hearts are 
far from me” (Isa. 29:13; Matt.15:8). 

Implications:
• In the church, this can mean that 

people are keen and proficient to 
learn (i.e., copy, repeat, memorize) 
what they need to know in order 
to be part of the ones accepted in 
the group who know the Christian 
“language.” Many may think the 
Bible needs only be memorized 
in order to be looked at by others 
with honor. Rather, scripture is 
a wealth of truth/knowledge 
that God has revealed to be 
continually mined in order to 
enable us to grow in Christ from 
one degree of glory to another.

2. Growing in grace and knowledge. 
Second Peter 3:18 tells us that 
if  knowledge is subconsciously 
understood to be in the context 
of a limited amount of information 
to be gained for “membership 
acceptance” or attainment of 
certain status and honor, this can 
impact the most basic foundations 
of sanctification. Mind renewal 
is needed in order to understand 
that scriptural knowledge isn't 
just something to attain but to 
continually grow in.
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Implications:
• Church members may have little 

interest in making an effort to 
better understand scripture so as 
to be more godly (2 Tim. 2:15) 
as parents, employers, spouses, 
community members, etc. 

• Church members may not want 
to be the ones to initiate a new 
idea, program, or discipleship 
group. To initiate an idea may be 
interpreted as shaming an elder, 
who didn’t think of it first. Even 
when given the opportunity by 
an elder to submit an idea, 
the younger one may only say, 
“Whatever you decide.”

• Church members may also 
subconsciously think they 
should not grow beyond others 
in the church who are older than 
they are. The lack of desire to 
read books so as to grow to 
be like Christ may stem from 
having less access to books, or 
because of an oral preference. 
Subconsciously, it may also 
be undesired because there is 
little point in reading something 
one has little interest in putting 
into practice, as it would “go 
beyond” an elder, possibly being 
seen as shaming him. 

• There is great importance and 
great opportunity to fulfill 
Paul’s instructions for Titus 
(Titus 2:1-8), for older men and 
women to instruct and set the 

example for the younger ones. 
This can include reading books 
and recommending them. The 
younger ones will then be more 
eager to imitate their example 
of  godliness and desire for 
spiritual growth. 

 The power of example in Africa 
is not to be underestimated. 
We have been told again and 
again, “We have been watching 
you.” Older members need to 
be taught to have an attitude 
of humility and to demonstrate 
that we are enthusiastic about 
allowing younger people to 
be involved in ministry and 
grow in grace. Placing younger 
members in leadership roles 
without “renewing the mind” 
through giving good biblical 
teaching on the matter could 
stifle church growth in grace 
and knowledge. 

• Cultural honor codes need to 
be replaced with godly honor 
codes from scripture; otherwise, 
older members will not want to 
submit to or learn from younger 
ones. This was a problem 
Timothy was facing when Paul 
said, “Let no one despise your 
youth” (1 Tim. 4:12).

3. Source of  knowledge and truth 
in the church. In our corner of 
Africa, we have also observed that a 
cultural perspective on knowledge 
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appears to be imported into the 
church. Traditional belief is that 
the cultural elders—living or dead 
(and in the church, the pastor/
elders)—are the storekeepers of 
knowledge. They both dispense 
knowledge and have access to 
any extra knowledge in times of 
distress or difficulty during which 
the standard cultural knowledge 
kit seems to lack an answer.  

Culturally, extra information comes 
in an after-the-fact form. The orally 
and visibly learned kit of knowledge 
is limited according to how much 
the elders impart. A person has 
no way of knowing ahead of time 
all that the ancestors require to be 
pleased or how to overcome any 
curses. The witchdoctor is the one 
with access to extra knowledge from 
the ancestors, of which ordinary 
folk are ignorant and will never have 
full access. 

To ask questions about what 
is not yet revealed is considered 
dishonoring the elders (who often 
also don't have the answers and do 
not want to be shown to not know), 
which dishonors the ancestors and 
the cultural/tribal ways—a most 
shameful/“sinful” thing to do.

Implications:
• This is in contrast to how God 

has revealed to us what pleases 

him for all that pertains to life 
and godliness (2 Pet. 1:3) and 
his standard of judgment. If we 
are prepared to study his word, 
we can know what pleases and 
doesn’t please him in advance. 
Although we may benefit from 
the maturity, experience, and 
training of older Christians, any 
Christian of any age or position 
in the church can read his 
revelation in scripture and has 
the Holy Spirit to guide him or 
her into all truth. Not only that, 
but God wants us to come to him 
in prayer asking him to teach us 
and show us from his word the 
answers to the questions we have.

• With ingrained cultural 
perspectives, church members 
may not ask about or seek what 
they don't yet know. They will 
only repeat what the elders or 
pastor is saying. We have had 
people tell us that they have even 
asked their pastor questions 
on certain issues, only to be 
shamed for questioning him.

• Linked to this is the cultural 
perspective that the elders are 
also the ones understood to 
dispense truth. Since elders are 
not questioned, there is little 
cultural concept of discernment. 
It is not up to the individual to 
ascertain if something is true or 
not, because culturally what the 
elder says just “is.” 
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 Truth, then, is derived from the 
authority who said it, rather 
than authority derived from an 
objective written standard of 
truth. And authority is gained 
by the position held in society 
by the one that says it. This can 
emerge in less literate Islamic 
HS societies also (see Qureshi 
2014, 74, 108).

• Church members are 
subconsciously more interested 
to know what the pastor says 
than what God says, and will 
listen to and follow the pastor 
unquestioningly.  This is also 
because there is a desire to hear 
what the pastor believes and 
wants so that the church member 
can honor him appropriately. 
They, in turn, will be honored 
in the eyes of the pastor, who 
they believe is closer to God in 
the honor hierarchy than they 
are and will always know more 
about what God wants than 
they do.

• Many people will pray a great 
deal but read their Bibles rarely.vii 

4. What vs. who. In a HSO context, 
what is said is of lesser importance 
than who said it. The content of 
what is taught can be of much lower 
value than the context in which it 
is given. Honor is given to those 
people seen as being of importance 
to one’s own receipt of honor.  

Implications:
• Honor is culturally linked to age 

(except perhaps for the position 
of chief or witchdoctor), so an 
older person will always be 
listened to above a younger 
person. In fact, a person 
is defined as doing wrong 
(culturally disrepecting) if he 
or she goes against what an 
older person tells him or her 
to do. A person faces the same 
temptation as the young prophet 
in 1 Kings 13 who listened to 
and trusted the word of the 
older prophet rather than the 
word of God directly. An older 
person can be tempted just like 
the older prophet in the story to 
use his or her age to manipulate 
the behavior of those younger.

• Something said orally will 
also have greater significance 
than something written down. 
In a church we attended, a 
letter was sent by the national 
church leader to be read in every 
church, but the local church 
members were not willing to 
accept the letter as authoritative 
until the national church leader 
would actually come speak at 
the church.

• This perspective, transformed 
by truth, could be profoundly 
positive once a person comes 
to understand that God is the 
one requiring highest honor 
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and scripture is what “God 
says” as the Creator, King, and 
Redeemer. Too many people 
say, “The pastor said” rather 
than “God said,” settling for 
less than the highest authority.

• Because who says something is 
more important than what is 
said, God’s written word can 
easily and subconsciously be 
assumed as secondary to what 
the pastor says. The authority 
and inerrancy of scripture is 
subtly undermined. According 
to David Beakley and Nathan 
Odede, “Africans most often 
place their confidence in the 
bearer of the message rather 
than the written text” (2015, 
204). Who a person sees in 
front of  him or her at the 
moment will have the greatest 
pull on his or her perspectives 
at the time. 

5. To obtain vs. to share. We 
must also understand cultural 
reasons for attaining knowledge 
if  we are to replace them with 
biblical truth. To be one up 
on others is a high priority in 
HS-emphasis cultures, and 
thus there is reticence to share 
knowledge, especially with those 
who are “lower” on the honor 
ladder. Oral knowledge is easily 
withheld to maintain an honor 
position.viii 

Implications:
• A person may do some 

particular study sufficient for 
what is required to attain a 
ministry position and no more.  

• A Sunday School coordinator 
may not pass on all they learned 
from experience to a new 
teacher because of a desire to 
retain the honor and power of 
knowing more. 

• A pastor may have few books 
because he doesn’t have a 
good Christian bookshop 
to go to, but it also may be 
because he doesn’t see ongoing 
knowledge acquisition as a 
high priority. He is happy 
that he has gained what 
he needs for the position. 
Subconsciously, he may not 
be interested in making books 
available to others lest they 
learn too much and question 
him about something he 
doesn’t know. 

 Some years back, our national 
co-worker offered a gift of a 
book to his pastor at the time, 
but the pastor said he didn’t 
want it if  it was a book that 
our national co-worker had 
read. The pastor wanted to 
only read a book which gave 
him knowledge that his junior 
did not have. 

• This culture of  keeping 
information to oneself  can 
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also easily mean that the good 
news is not seen as something 
to be shared, but something to 
obtain. This could even hinder 
sharing of the gospel.

6. What to think vs. how to think. 
When our local co-worker attended 
seminary in South Africa, he found 
it puzzling to hear his lecturer say, 
“I’m going to teach you how to 
think.” HSO cultures learn via a 
what-to-think perspective rather 
than a how-to-think or why-to- 
think approach. When it comes 
to Christian growth, there is a 
desire to learn “what” a Christian 
is supposed to know.  

Implications:
• There is a desire to know “what” 

their particular church/pastor 
expects them to know, which 
sadly often doesn’t progress 
much further than that. True 
Bible study to understand how 
God wants them to think and 
live rarely occurs. 

• Bible truth in the context of 
Bible stories could stir a desire 
to read more. Many pastors 
preach topical sermons on one 
verse or phrase that has little 
connection to the context or any 
other part of scripture.  

• Expository preaching that 
gives the context of  the book/
author/story/setting seems 

to stir an interest to know 
more while providing greater 
exposure to longer scripture 
passages rather than just single 
scripture verses. Context helps 
people to move from the what 
to the how and why.

• Theological colleges that 
give training in preaching of 
narrative passages will optimize 
penetrating application to the 
African heart.

7. Accuracy vs. approximation. 
When learning traditional stories 
orally, an African is not expected 
to memorize the story with word-
for-word accuracy. Rather, the 
stories are repeated with personal 
reinterpretation. It is not until that 
reinterpretation is recited that the 
elders will comment. If the elder 
doesn’t give correction, then it is 
ok. This might be acceptable in 
a storytelling context, but when 
it comes to hearing scriptural 
instruction or retelling biblical 
stories, there needs to be awareness 
and caution. 

For an African, accuracy is not 
based solely upon the data content 
as such, but upon whether the 
elder finds it acceptable or not. 
Much reinterpretation can be 
imported into the story – as 
much as an elder will allow. While 
there is no room for movement 
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beyond what an elder will allow, 
there is not a sense of the need 
for word-for-word accuracy. With 
no objective written standard for 
reference to the original story, it 
is up for modification as much as 
the speaker can get away with, 
without shaming or correction 
from elders.  

Implications:
• There must be very clear 

discipleship which teaches 
that the Bible is not up for 
reinterpretation or modification 
and that elders (pastors) do 
not set the standard for what is 
acceptable or not—God does. 
Scripture is clear that God’s 
word is not to be added to or 
taken from (Deut. 4:2, Rev. 
22:18, Prov. 30:5,6).

• This reinterpretation of stories 
mindset also subtly influences 
a person’s concept of truth, 
as accuracy is linked to truth. 
A person can easily import a 
cultural view that it is fine to 
modify information to make it 
acceptable and pleasing to the 
hearer (2 Tim. 4:3) rather than 
being careful to not deviate 
from the objective standard of 
God’s word.  

• It is important to teach the 
difference between variation 
of words from one translation 
to another by use of synonyms 

and dynamic equivalence, 
and the matter of changing 
content (explaining scripture in 
preaching as opposed to adding 
to scripture or usurping the 
authority of scripture).

• This also raises the issue of being 
certain to teach church members 
that anything a pastor says must 
measure up to what scripture 
teaches. Every church member 
has a “Berean” responsibility 
to hold a pastor or preacher 
accountable to accurately teach 
the written word of God—and 
in fact to do so is to do what 
is noble and honorable (Acts 
17:11). Once again, this is a 
reversal of a cultural honor code 
to a biblical honor code. 

8. Society in general is impacted. Just 
as a person’s way of thinking is carried 
into church life if not specifically and 
biblically addressed, so it is carried 
into his or her workplace. Personal 
witness in the workplace and business 
success is affected.

Implications:
• Businesses struggle with 

issues such as creativity and 
innovation, since people 
are not inclined to keep 
learning and are discouraged 
from “going beyond,” or 
questioning leadership or 
preexisting systems. 
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• If a person does excel, it can be 
seen as putting oneself above 
others and jealousy can arise 
(unless the excelling is very clearly 
understood and received as giving 
honor to the whole group). There 
also may be limited knowledge-
sharing from upper management 
to lower management (or 
boss to junior) because upper 
management doesn’t want to risk 
others overtaking them. People 
want to be in the honourable 
position of the “big man,” and in 
the process want to keep others 
from that position. 

• The chain of  command in 
a workplace must take into 
account that a workplace 
cannot only function on what 
is expected, but who expects it, 
and not just what is seen, but 
who sees it, and not just what 
instructions are given, but who 
gives them and in whose hearing 
and presence.  

• This also affects giving 
instructions to employees who 
then reinterpret them to their 
own preference, never quite 
doing exactly as is required 
(especially if it is thought that 
a superior is not watching or 
doing adequate checking) or 
never questioning superiors 
even in the case of danger. The 
problematic consequences only 
appear later. 

• These issues can be causes of 
major cultural collisions as 
Western businesses continue 
to branch into Africa, where 
Western managers and business 
models make an effort to graft 
a product into root stock with 
a very different worldview and 
value system.  

• This is not only relevant 
to helping local Christians 
learn to honor God in their 
workplace, but also for 
those attempting Business 
As Mission.

Problems into Possibilities: 
Connecting God’s Spoken Word 
to His Written Word 

Prosperity churches are 
proliferating across Africa, and 
one of  the prominent factors 
within them is prophecy. The 
honorable place of prophecy has 
grown from cultural roots and 
is also common in the African 
Independent Churches (AIC) 
known for their highly syncretistic 
practices. Unfortunately, lives 
and families are being confused, 
disillusioned, and damaged as 
countless prophecies fail to be 
fulfilled. Yet still they are sought.

Walter Ong says, “The fact 
that Oral peoples commonly 
and in all likelihood universally 
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consider words to have magical 
potency is clearly tied in, at least 
unconsciously, with their sense of 
the word as necessarily spoken, 
sounded and power-driven” (2012, 
32). If an elder is to give a prophecy 
over/to someone, there is both great 
significance in giving the prophecy 
and receiving it; it is as if the person 
has been especially chosen to give 
or receive such special revelation.  
It is seen in the light of both an 
honorable sign of blessing and 
favor as well as power. 

Expository preaching through a 
book or section of  scripture is little 
known in Africa. Alongside oral 
reading and a constant emphasis 
that scripture is God speaking 
through his word. Preachers 
should also have their Bibles and 
be preaching from them, not simply 
giving their own thoughts. 

Beakley and Odede raise the 
concern this is because culturally, 
the tribal leaders are the ones 
to “communicate ‘truth’ and 
are themselves considered the 
source of authority [Africans are] 
not accustomed to examining 
an actual written text as a 
reliable and authoritative source 
of  ‘truth’” (2015, 204). This 
issue needs to be addressed as 
part of  foundational teaching 
in discipleship. Additionally, 

preachers need to address the issue 
of misplaced cultural views of God 
as a distant and uninvolved deity 
who has human society elders as 
his mouthpieces. This view must be 
replaced with biblical truth about 
who God is and his involvement in 
his world and his Church.

There is a great need for Africans 
to link the power and honor of  
God’s written word to his spoken 
word, recorded for us in written 
form (e.g., Exod. 20:1). We need 
to encourage the parallel hearing 
and speaking (auditory and 
oral) of  the word with a visual 
reading of  the word, and even 
specifically take the time to say 
“God says” before quoting or 
reading scripture.ix

If  it were given a greater oral 
presence in corporate worship, we 
might find the authority conflict 
between the what of God’s written 
word and the who of the humanly-
spoken word to be reduced. The 
who focus would move from the 
pastor to God.

Oral learners put westerners to 
shame with their capacity for 
memorization. Memorizing large 
chunks of scripture is not very 
common in the West anymore, 
and our Western ease of access to 
books and the Internet has meant 
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we feel less need to have God’s 
word ready to be retrieved from 
our memory. But we should not 
dismiss the practice. 

Congregations, Bible study 
groups, or youth groups using 
repetitive reading and recitation 
led by the pastor/elder/leaders  
could help the church, both 
individually and corporately, 
especially if  the passage is 
repeated and memorized, and it 
connects to the passage on which 
the pastor is preaching. 

Public reading of  God’s word 
by church leaders has a great 
precedent in Nehemiah 8, when 
Ezra the priest stood up before the 
Israelites. Scripture not only tells 
us that when he read “all ears of 
the people were attentive” (v. 3), 
but that “he opened the book in 
the sight of all the people” (v. 5) 
and explained the meaning (v. 8).

Since Africans are more visual 
learners than oral, repetitive oral 
learning coupled with visual 
connection can be powerful (Bowen 
1989). Along with exegesis and 
application, there could be further 
visual reinforcement through 
either images or dramas at each 
stage of the passage reading. The 
visual and personal example of the 
elders/pastor living out the passage 

adds further weight to how the 
passage is applied to life. We are 
underutilizing the great advantages 
that oral learners have. 

As Westerners, we do so much word 
interaction silently (reading a book 
or our Bible, praying, even writing a 
letter or email), that Africans might 
think they should do the same to 
be a proper Christian. When it is 
awkward for them, they give up. We 
should do more to encourage the 
spoken word in addition to thought 
word and maximize and redeem 
African orality. 

Conclusion
We cannot assume that biblical 
truth will be absorbed by osmosis 
or by joining a church. God has 
given us his written word. Even if 
teaching is begun orally, we must 
not neglect to enable African 
Christians to find and know God’s 
revealed truth and authority in his 
written word so that they too can 
be transformed by the renewing 
of their minds and apply biblical 
truth to life. 

We want Africans to know the 
fullness of  the progression we 
have in scripture. God revealed 
himself first as he spoke creation 
into existence. Then, through 
oral communication, with those 
he chose to honor in that way, he 
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continued to reveal himself. He 
honored Israel by revealing himself 
through the written law given to his 
chosen people. He revealed himself 
as he spoke the living word through 
his son, thus giving us all the 
opportunity to know the honor of 
being part of his chosen people and 
royal priesthood from all nations. 

Now, each one of  us has the 
privilege to hear from him through 
a personal relationship through the 
Spirit, who opens our eyes and 
hearts to the powerful truth of the 
full written word.

In discipleship, we must be 
intentionally alert to identify 
where any misplaced sense of 
honor/shame in the culture could 
be imported into church life both 
individually and corporately. 
Western theology’s blind spot 
to honor and shame (and heavy 

emphasis on a gospel framed 
by law and guilt) can easily 
and inadvertently perpetuate 
hindrances to deep heart change, 
holding back the African Church. 

What has been functioning 
in a misplaced way should be 
specifically replaced with biblical 
teaching that will reframe the 
dynamics of honor and shame in 
a person’s life so that above all he 
or she can begin to give ultimate 
honor to the Lord and his authority 
in every aspect of life.  

As Africans (and others across the 
globe) come to understand the 
covering of shame and new source 
of honor through Jesus Christ, they 
and their communities can be set 
free from the misplaced, earthly, 
default honor codes, and come into 
the light, joy, and peace of supreme 
and eternal honor in Jesus Christ.

iAlthough often called a proverb, it is more a quote of something which was said 
in the style of a proverb by African writer and ethnologist Amadou Hampâté Bâ 
(1901-1991) at UNESCO in 1960. The actual statement was, “In Africa, when 
an old man dies, it’s a library burning.” As a Malian of the Sahara, he knew the 
benefits of large libraries of information, but also the reality of orality among 
most Africans. He knew that when history is only oral, there is great loss suffered 
when a cultural elder dies.

iiFreeman, Sandra. 2015. "Honor/Shame Dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa." 
Mission Frontiers, Jan-Feb 2015, http://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/
honour-shame-dynamics-in-sub-saharan-africa  
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iiiAn example is the ancient Chinese medical textbook Huangdi Neijing, which 
dates back to 200BC or more. When Nestorian missionary Alopen went to 
China (seventh century), he was received because his message was about a book, 
and this was acceptable to a nation that highly valued books and libraries. Of 
course, the Jews have written history in the Torah also dating back thousands 
of  years, and recorded Arabic script 512AD predates the Qur’an. Although 
the Quran was first oral, it was compiled in written form around 656AD, and 
Mali had the large libraries of  Timbuktu. Reflecting the area of  current day 
Iran/Iraq, even in the Book of  Ezra we read that the archived documents of 
Babylon were referenced by King Darius around 500BC (Ezra 6:1). Too often, 
however, in HS literate societies, only the elite have access to literacy and 
books. Whether it was farm workers in Victorian Britain or a rural Chinese 
family, learning would still be predominantly via oral means for a large portion 
of  the community; however, they would typically be aware that there is a lot 
more knowledge to be gained from books if  they had the opportunity. Many 
who were servants in the great houses were able to constantly observe great 
book collections.

ivhttp://www.equaleducation.org.za/page/school-libraries accessed 5 August 2015
  
vThis issue of  limited lifespan has intensified in the last few decades due to 
the HIV pandemic in Africa. In Botswana, we are having to contend with this 
more than almost any other African country as we have the second highest 
infection rate in the world (22% of Adults), surpassed only by Swaziland.  But 
despite lifespan issues, Nabeel Qureshi stated: "When you teach something 
orally, you’re by definition teaching them something selectively” (Youtube 
19 Sept 2016 interview accessed 11 Dec 2016 https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NVOTY8fwT0g)

viThese observations do not apply to every African; many have strong walks with 
God. However, in our experience, unless these issues are specifically addressed 
and the truth of scripture’s new "honor code reversal” repeatedly taught and 
applied, the above eight points will pose real, albeit sometimes subtle, underlying 
hindrances to the effective growth of the African Church.

viiIn counseling/discipleship, I use a questionaire in the first session.  Two of the 
questions are “how often do you read your bible?” and “how often do you pray?”  
Almost everyone says they pray ‘often’, but not one person (even highly educated 
white-collar workers) has ever said they read their bible “often.” 
 

viiiBut even in such situations, those of ‘lower’ status will recognize when someone 
is willing to teach them and they will be thankful. A comparison was made by 
villagers in Botswana in the 1950s between Seretse Khama (who later became 
the first President of Botswana) and his uncle Tshekedi “Tshekedi was clever; 
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he helped the people, but he did not want to make others clever. This was not 
good, because if he died no one could take his place. He should teach others like 
Seretse does.” (‘Seretse Khama 1921-1980’ by Neil Parsons, Macmillian Boleswa 
1995, South Africa, p168)

ixThis is exemplified by Dr Helen Roseveare (missionary to Congo 1953-1973) when 
she said at the 2011 Prairie Global Connections conference (accessed 15 Dec 2016 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vx7OEYO1afQ): “I used to always do it, even 
if they couldn’t read, I’d put my finger on the verse and say ‘right there God says:’”
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