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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The OralityTalks Journal: 
Next-Gen: Orality 2.0 
Charles Madinger

elcome to the OralityTalks Journal 

(OTJ). We offer a peer-reviewed jour-

nal that brings fresh insight for addressing 

strategic challenges to 21st-century mis-

sions. This Digi-journal is not just for the 

world of schools, seminaries, and mission 

thought leaders. It weaves the best of mis-

sion scholarship with the best of grassroots 

practices. It springs out of a bi-monthly dis-

cussion – OralityTalks Webinar. 

Each open-access webinar features a rec-

ognized leader presenting cutting-edge oral-

ity principles and methods. Participants then 

move into breakout rooms for discussion 

and comments and then return to share their 

insights with the whole group. A panel of 

grassroots leaders then brings clarity 

through case studies and local wisdom, and 

we conclude with a call to action, partner-

ship, and publications. The OTJ will publish 

the articles, responses, case studies, artistic 

expressions, and recordings as the Orali-

tyTalks Webinar. Jay Moon led off the series 

on Oral Discipleship (November 2023), fol-

lowed by Durk Meijer with Orality and Scrip-

ture Engagement (January 2024). The publi-

cation of the first issue of the OTJ coincides 

with another webinar on March 13 on the se-

ries discussing current trends, challenges, 

and future opportunities. 

An Interactive Journal 

The featured presenter condenses their mes-

sage as a video-introduced journal article. 

The panelists similarly contribute to the is-

sue, and all participants may submit a com-

plimentary article for publication. Contribu-

tors in the breakout sessions can bring even 

more suggestions from their discussions. 

Still more could come from proposed action 

plans. Other regular journal features include 

book and article reviews, related research, 

artistic expressions, and promotion of exem-

plary mission organizations that put the 

principles into practice. Artistic submissions 

may include drawings/paintings, songs, po-

etry, related proverbs and folktales, and vid-

eos. 

Interactively, each article 

begs your response, which 

may also be published as a 

supplement to any article or 

recording. The OTJ means to 

be an organic rather than 

static publication, and even the comments 

submitted by readers get linked to each issue 

in a blog format. After every article or sub-

mission, you find a “comments” box to share 

your confirmation and constructive criticism 

and point to further resources. 

You will also notice that hyperlinks will 

lead you directly to the sources used by the 

authors whenever available. 

A New Generation of Orality 

Leaders 

The editors of the OTJ represent some of the 

best-emerging mission leaders in the world. 

First, they are practitioners of ministry 

among high orality-reliant peoples. Second, 

they are from or work among the Excluded 

Majority of the world living in high orality re-

liance. Third, they are advanced researchers 

and scholars completing their Ph.D. in Oral-

ity Studies. Angelica's role in the Asia Theo-

logical Association led her to ensure future 

generations of theological educators bridge 

the orality gap between their education and 

the people of the land. Danyal works among 

W 
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to comment and 
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the community. 
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unreached people in the Philippines and 

teaches in a local seminary. Jay has worked 

in some of the most challenging contexts in 

the world and put his life on the line more 

than once. Daniel is proficient in using narra-

tive among restricted access people. Emma 

works from his experience in the bush, and a 

few others who work among the Excluded 

Majority will join us later this year. From 

time to time (like this issue), we even ask 

guest editors to solicit significant contribu-

tions from around the world. They all bring 

new wine in this new wineskin. 

Why a Peer-reviewed Journal? 

The OTJ helps establish orality as an official 

field of study – a discipline. We will move for-

ward as did evangelism, missions, pastoral 

counseling, and other now-recognized mod-

ern fields of study. You will be part of creat-

ing this newly acknowledged discipline. 

What does it take to become a disci-

pline/field of study? 

• Addresses a knowledge gap: Our En-

lightenment-Centric education devalues 

most non-textual communication and 

learning. A shift to Orality-Centric educa-

tion not only values advancement through 

literate ways and means but simultane-

ously advocates the communication prin-

ciples and methods of Jesus. Emerging 

orality studies curricula bridge those gaps. 

• A body of research: from the early work 

of James Slack and Lynn Abney to the 

more recent Global Orality Mapping Pro-

ject, missions are gaining more evidence-

based tools. Master's and doctoral theses 

grow in number every year. You will find 

some of those in forthcoming issues of 

OralityTalks. 

Theory and conceptual frameworks: Wal-

ter Ong (2002) remains the most quoted ac-

ademic on orality. However, many other 

fields of study promote theories that make 

the case for what we call orality. Some of the 

most notable second-generation research in-

clude narrative learning (Bruner, 2004), 

Transportation Imagery Model (Green, 

2021), Participatory Communication, 

Constructivism, and Persuasion Theories – 

Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (Slater & 

Rouner, 2002), and Diffusion of Innovations 

(Rogers, 1995). All of this adds to our argu-

ment that orality is a field of study. 

• Specific terminology: Oral learners, the 

Dominant Minority and the Global Major-

ity, bible storying, ethnomusicol-

ogy/ethno-doxology/ethno-arts, primary 

and secondary orality, high and low oral-

ity reliances, the Orality Gap, and exacting 

definitions (traditional, conceptual, oper-

ational, and missiological). 

• Institutions with the specialty: Schools 

and seminaries adding orality to their cur-

ricula, Scripture engagement, oral Bible 

translations, and mulita-modal presenta-

tions of a message (audio, visual, 3-D, AI-

generated, etc.). 

• Advanced degree programs: The Asia 

Graduate School of Theology and the Asia 

Theological Seminary now offer a Th.M. to 

Ph.D. in orality studies, and numerous 

schools in Africa, India, and the South 

Americas are moving forward with new 

degree M.A. programs. 

In This Issue 

Our first OTJ issue precedes the first official 

webinar. It comes from conversations 

around the world about Leadership at the 

Margins. Contrary to popular opinion, since 

COVID-19, most unreached people have 

been further marginalized from access to the 

Gospel, teaching, fellowship, and resources 

compared to the technologically elite. They 

cannot easily access information and in-

struction as you do. Yes, they have cell 

phones and “internet access,” but not the 

way we assume. The virtual world is expen-

sive, and they need the resources to access it. 

It requires downloading data from multina-

tional neo-colonialists raking billions off the 

needs of the technologically impoverished as 

contrasted with the techno-affluent. 

Then there are the newly marginalized 

people. They often had access to teaching 

and training, but quarantines and inflated 

https://gomap.pro/
https://gomap.pro/
https://people.umass.edu/aizen/tpb.diag.html
https://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/mph-modules/sb/behavioralchangetheories/behavioralchangetheories4.html
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travel costs became prohibitive. Even people 

who lived in cities needed help to maintain 

the bandwidth required to stay connected to 

the new normal of Zoom calls, webinars, or 

conferences. In a recent African orality 

event, we could see nearly 100 participants, 

but many lost their connection when at-

tempting to speak. Others were cut off and 

unable to return. Did they have access? Tech-

nically, yes. Practically, not as much as we 

hoped for. 

The OTJ thanks the guest editor of this 

first issue, Joseph Handley. Joe served on the 

International Orality Network Leadership 

Team for several years and regularly con-

tributed to its Orality Journal. More im-

portantly, Joe dedicates his life and ministry 

to reaching the Oral Majority through A3 

(formerly Asian Access). He also published 

his work on Polycentric Mission Leadership 

and applied it to bring the Good News to re-

stricted regions. 

A Call for Submissions 

Register and attend an upcoming Orali-

tyTalks Webinar. Engage in the discussion 

and contribute your thoughts, research, and 

ideas on the topic posed by the facilitating 

“expert.” Afterward, write an article, pro-

duce a recording, or submit an artistic ex-

pression for the topic. If you know a great re-

source (book, article, recording, etc.), review 

it for others to glean what you found already. 

Our audience also dictates future issues to 

address relevant topics. Send suggestions to 

journal@oralitytalks.net. You may also sub-

mit any article you deem worthy of publica-

tion by following our submission guidelines. 

It will be peer-reviewed and may be pub-

lished as it demonstrates a practical need. 
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E D I T O R I A L  

Guest Editor’s Introduction: 
Leading from the Margins 
Joseph Handley

ur world has faced extraordinary chal-

lenges in recent years, reshaping the 

global landscape in unforeseen ways. While 

the immediate context of these trials is not 

the focus of this issue, it is important to 

acknowledge the significant impact felt 

across societies worldwide. Amidst these 

complexities, OTJ remains steadfast in its 

commitment to shed light on crucial areas of-
ten overlooked, emphasizing the empower-

ment of marginalized communities. 

This edition of the OTJ is a testament to 

our dedication to amplifying the voices of 

those on the periphery of societal structures. 

We have dedicated these pages to exploring 

leadership development strategies focusing 

on serving oral learners within the Lord's 

Church. This endeavor is not merely theoret-

ical; it stands as a call to action, a means to 

equip the broader Christian community to 

uplift those unable to access traditional liter-

acy methods or prefer oral learning. 

Within these pages, you will find a com-

pendium of case studies and narratives 

showcasing exemplary models of leader de-

velopment. These stories, drawn from es-

teemed organizations and practitioners at 

grassroots levels, serve as sources of 

inspiration and educational tools. They high-

light the tireless efforts of the Global Church 

to extend its support to 'the least of these' 

amidst challenging circumstances. 

The crux of this issue revolves around lis-

tening, learning, and collaboration. We invite 

you to engage deeply through these diverse 

models and principles rooted in Orality 

methodology. Each narrative presented here 

offers a unique opportunity to glean insights 

and foster dialogue within the mission com-

munity and global Church. I encourage you 

to immerse yourself in these stories and con-

nect with the authors, 

fostering a collabora-

tive space to further 

our collective under-

standing and support 

for those at society's 

margins. 

As we navigate these pages together, I 

hope these stories will enrich your under-
standing and inspire action. Let us collec-

tively embrace this opportunity to contrib-

ute meaningfully to the empowerment of 

marginalized communities within our world 

today.
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A R T I C L E S  

Orality Missiology of Disciple 
Multiplication Movements: The 
Philippine Tentmaker Missions Story 
David Lim 

Abstract: Developing a robust orality missiology for the Filipino church involves a SWOT analysis 

after two decades of tentmaker mobilization. Strengths lie in leveraging Overseas Filipino Work-

ers as orality missionaries, emphasizing total mobilization and disciple multiplication move-

ments (DMM). Weaknesses include clarifying the goal of societal transformation over Christiani-

zation and exploring ecclesiological implications of House Church Networks (HCN). Opportuni-

ties arise in Insider Movements with a multicultural approach. Threats involve literate Christen-

dom dominance. Orality missions focus on contextualized spirituality, promoting self-theologiz-

ing and seizing opportunities in Asia's HCNs, global Kingdom Movements, post-modernity, and 

social media. The goal is a Company 3 strategy for effective DMMs. 

Keywords: DMM, house church, OFW, orality, Philippines 

Orality reliance level: Very low orality reliance       

hat missiology should the Filipino 

church have developed after twenty 

years of mobilizing tentmakers (mostly mi-

grant laborers and immigrants) to use the 

orality approach to help fulfill the Great 

Commission for kingdom movements (KMs) 

in the world? The Philippine Missions Asso-

ciation’s (PMA) flagship program has aimed 

to raise the largest and perhaps the most ef-

fective Evangelical mission force among the 

nations since 2001. This article is a critical 

reflection on what a consistent orality missi-

ology should look like so that we can be more 

effective after having tried to equip a million 

tentmakers – Overseas Filipino Workers 

(OFWs) by 2020 to catalyze disciple multi-

plication movements (DMMs) among the un-

reached people groups (UPGs). 

I write as a participant-observer and re-

flective practitioner, having been a mission 

mobilizer for China since 1995 and the Bud-

dhist world since 1999. I served as PMA’s 

Board member from 1997-2011 and 2015-

2017 and its National Director from 2011-

2014. From 2013-2016, the Asian School of 

Development and Cross-cultural Studies 

(ASDECS), where I presently serve as Presi-

dent and professor since 2002, was involved 

in training the staff and community leaders 

of the Translators Association of the Philip-

pines (TAP) in our joint Master of Language 

and Community Development. Moreover, as 

Board chair of Lausanne-Philippines, we 

launched “Mission 2025” in February 2020 

to use PMA’s DMM/oral strategy in our “Co-

operatives as Mission” flagship program to 

make “every Filipino a blessing disciple-

maker” and “every Filipino church an Acts 

1:8 church.” 

PMA will continue to use our present oral-

ity missiology to reach Asia, which has the 

greatest number of unreached peoples living 

in regions dominated by major religious 

faiths and political ideologies with almost 

negligible Chris- tian influence. Can we part-

ner with the Christ-following minorities of 

Asia to reach our Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, 

Communist, and secular neighbors effec-

tively so that the Great Commission can fi-

nally be fulfilled among them? In this work, I 

will apply “SWOT analysis” to evaluate our 
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orality missiology's strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats. 

Our Strengths 

PMA has shown strongly that our missiology 

is founded on a commitment to reach all peo-

ples through oral means. Thus, our mission 

mobilization has focused on sending tent-

makers (lay missionaries) trained to do dis-

ciple multiplication movements where they 

live and work, with a transformational im-

pact. 

Our Orality Missionaries: OFWs as 

Tentmakers 

Our missiology assumes that God has a sim-

ple world evangelization and transformation 

plan. The Bible clearly says that God desires 

all people to be saved (2 Pet. 3:8-9) and 
know the truth (1 Tim. 2:3-4). To achieve 

this, the all-loving and all-wise God has de-

vised a master plan to get this good news out 

to the whole world (of fallen humanity) as 

soon as possible. He did it by sending His Son 

Jesus Christ not just to provide the way of re-

demption in 33 years (cf. Gal. 4:4) but also to 

get him to model this strategic plan (Lk.7:20-

23, cf. 4:18-19) and train his disciples how to 

implement this plan (Lk. 9:1-6; 10:1-20) by 

the power of the Holy Spirit across the Ro-

man Empire and the world (Ac.1:8; 8:4; 

11:19-21; 19:1-10; Rom. 15:18-20). 

Thus, we have taught that God can use or-

dinary believers as His heavenly ambassa-

dors. God’s kingdom is a royal priesthood of 

all believers (1 Pet. 2:9-10, cf. Ex. 19:5-6; 

Rev. 5:10), not the prevailing Christendom 

practice that only ordained clergy are “holy 

people” who can baptize and administer the 

sacraments. The New Testament church was 

a lay movement. There is no need for “or-

dained ministers.” The task of Spirit-gifted 

leaders is to equip “all the saints” to do the 

ministry of disciple-making or “spiritual re-

production/fruitfulness” (Eph. 4:11-13). Our 

tentmakers can disciple a “person of peace” 
(Lk. 10:5-7) in each place, and each Christ-

follower can be discipled to become a “disci-

ple-maker” who can be used by God to “teach 

others also” (2 Tim. 2:2), to bless and trans-

form their families, neighborhoods, and 

workplaces where Jesus can rule as King. 

God’s kingdom is realized on earth, where Je-

sus reigns. 

From an orality point of view, this “total 

mobilization” concept is very important for 

effective kingdom expansion. “Discipling the 

nations” can be actualized through simply 

mobilizing individuals and families through 

“zero-budget missions” (Lk. 10:4a; Ac. 3:6). 

All humans are oral, so it is easy to share the 

gospel just by word of mouth. Tentmakers 

are self-supporting and self-propagating – 

without the need for fund-raising and much 

training). Any Christ-follower can develop a 

simple (yet mature) faith that they can have 

direct access to God and represent Him as 

ambassadors of His kingdom to whichever 

community, profession, and situation God 

puts them in the world. 

As lay missionaries, our tentmakers can 

naturally enter any culture (which are all ba-

sically oral) to form Christ-centered commu-

nities in any place, mainly in residences 

(neighborhoods) and places of work or study 

(schools, factories, government offices, 

banks, stores, etc.). Moreover, where God’s 

word is prayerfully discussed, applied, and 

lived out relevantly in their daily life (1 Cor. 

10:31), there is the church (the people of the 

Kingdom) gathered to scatter as His wit-

nesses! Any section or sector of creation can 

be sanctified and transformed into “holy 

ground” when the people (led by their own-

ers or leaders) consciously and constantly 

live for His glory (1 Tim. 4:4-5). The long- 

held Westernized dichotomies between sa-

cred and secular and supernatural and natu-

ral are hereby integrated, like in all oral cul-

tures! 

Hopefully, the lockdowns of the recent 

pandemic have finally taught us all that to be 

human is essentially and behaviorally to be 

oral (until we are “educated” to function as 

literates), like in pre-literate times – espe-

cially as we anticipate that social media and 

cyber-technology promise a future of the 
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most exciting innovations like artificial intel-

ligence, robotics, nanotechnology, and bio-

technology. “In all the wonderful worlds that 

writing opens, the spoken word still resides 

and lives” (Ong, 2002, p. 8). To be human is 

to be oral, and faith will always come from 

hearing of the Word of God, often seen first 

(concretely in good works if not dramatically 

in “signs and wonders,” but usually with the 

need for explanation), and shared naturally 

by word of mouth. Any believer, any time, 

any place! 

Our Orality Strategy: Disciple 

Multiplication 

We rightly chose the DMM strategy in the 

form of Company 3 (Co3) (see Appendix) as 

our flagship program. Like what Jesus did in 

equipping and sending his disciples into 

their world of oral cultures as “apostles” 

(Mk. 3:13-15), disciple multiplication (DM) 

is God’s simple strategy to “disciple all na-

tions.” Every Christ-follower can be mobi-

lized and equipped to multiply disciples 

where they live and work! Anything less – or 

more – is a diversion from God’s simple plan 

to evangelize and transform the world 

speedily. 

Disciple-making groups (DMG) may also 

be called house churches (HC), which are in-

tentionally small (not more than 15 adults), 

preferably “two or three” (as in Co3) for inti-

mate sharing. These HCs covenant to meet 

regularly and are willing to love (and be held 

accountable for their Christ-centered lives 

to) one another. 

In Co3, to disciple means to equip Christ-

followers with just three relational habits: 

(a) hearing God through prayerful medita-

tion (lectio divina) to turn His word (logos) 

into a personal word (rhema) to be obeyed 

(2 Tim. 3:16- 17); (b) making disciples 

through facilitating an HC in Bible sharing, 

thereby each one learns how to do personal 

devotions with fellow believers (Heb. 10:24; 

1 Cor. 14:26); and (c) doing friendship evan-

gelism to share what they learn of God and 

His will with their non-believing networks, 

as the fourth question explicitly asks in Co3. 

In Co3, disciples naturally grow into disci-

ple-makers empowered (given authority) to 

lead their Co3s as soon as possible. (Fresh 

converts are the best evangelists and disci-

ple-makers!) We also teach that disciple-

making should have an exit plan, to be fin-

ished normally in less than a year, so that the 

discipler can make more disciples and start 

more Co3s elsewhere as soon as possible. At 

the start of each Co3 (say, the first month), 

they should meet as often as possible (if pos-

sible, daily). After a few months, Co3s can 

meet less regularly, say, monthly, then quar-

terly, and later annually or through letters, 

emails, and social media. 

Our tentmakers have been taught to use 

oral methods only and to avoid using literate 

materials as much as possible. Any material 

or tool other than biblical texts should be 

avoided, for disciples must learn to regard 

and use only the Bible as the word of God, 

preferably put to memory rather than in 

written form (Ps. 119:11). Even Bible trans-

lations should be used cautiously, for most of 

them use archaic or classic language that 

makes God look distant if not incommunica-

ble; so it is best to have bi-lingual locals to 

translate scripture texts afresh so that even 

children and illiterates can understand. 

Our Orality Outcome: 

Transformational Impact 

Thirdly, many of our tentmakers have DMMs 

that were holistic and fulfilled Jesus’ KM to 

realize “Jubilee every day.” They have helped 

their societies to have a simple yet profound 

spirituality marked by “loving one another” 

as members of one big family as Christ loves 

us (Jn. 13:34-35), like the earliest church’s 

“caring and sharing economy” (Ac. 2:42-47; 

4:32-37; 6:1-7; cf. Lk. 8:1-3; 2 Cor. 8:11-15), 

and the mobile apostolic teams of Jesus and 

Paul modeled such sharing of common 

funds, too, for both their needs and ministry 

to the poor (Jn. 13:29; Ac. 20:33-35). Our 

DMMs have produced disciples who do acts 
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of kindness and justice locally and globally, 

called “transformational development” or 

“integral mission” nowadays. For social im-

pact, we need to win local leaders who can 

influence their constituents to transform 

their society. 

Gladly most of our tentmakers serve in al-

ready well-to-do con- texts that have good 

community services, so their disciples 

simply need to join and befriend the local 

leaders (esp. their bosses) and introduce 

King Jesus and devotions (prayer and the 

Word) to the people in the existing struc-

tures. Furthermore, those who have gone 

into less developed contexts and hence 

worked with development agencies or busi-

ness as mission (BAM) outfits have served 

informally as volunteers and later helped set 

up people’s organizations to address partic-

ular needs with the blessing of the local lead-

ers. 

Our tentmakers partnered with local or-

ganizations in their contexts and contributed 

to transforming the global economic system. 

We are already leading in building the third 

(other than capitalism and socialism) alter-

native economic order called the Solidarity 

Economy, which equips and empowers the 

poor through social entrepreneurship, coop-

erative development, and fair trade so that 

each person can have their land (Lev. 25) 

and their own “vine and fig tree” (Mic. 4:4), 

passed on to the next generations (Is. 65:21-

23). 

During this pandemic, God has shown Fil-

ipinos (and the world) that ordinary people 

can initiate social movements that can trans-

form society. God raised a millennial, Patri-

cia, not just to start a community pantry to 

address hunger in her neighborhood. Within 

a month, 3,000+ pantries with 200+ hubs 

were set up nationwide (and in Cambodia 

and Indonesia). Many of our house (oikos) 

church networks HCNs (and a few local 

churches) were among those who joined this 

movement, which also showed good govern-

ance when they gave a financial report pub-

licly during their monthsary. If done 

according to orality principles, holistic 

DMMs can have this speed and impact for 

higher Gross National Happiness indices. 

Our Weaknesses 

Nevertheless, we failed to realize that orality 

missiology has many theological (esp. eccle-

siological) implications, particularly con-

cerning the goal, structure, mission, and ap-

proach for kingdom movements to happen 

and flourish. 

Our Orality Goal: Kingdomization 

(not Christianization) 

First, we have not been able to clarify and 

convince our tentmakers that our ultimate 

goal is to transform the existing structures in 

the world to become God-glorifying (king-

domization) and not to fill the world with 
church structures (Christianization). Most of 

us still have not changed our “kingdom 

mindset” from the historical “Christianiza-

tion” vision, particularly in conceiving mis-

sions as a religious undertaking and its goal 

as a religious institution building (in short, to 

extend Christendom). Rather than incarnat-

ing, immersing, and infiltrating into the insti-

tutions and cultures, many of us still follow 

the Christian mainstream in building our in-

stitutions, thus maintaining subcultures sep-

arate from the pagan, religio-cultural, and 

social orders in the world, thereby perpetu-

ating the sacred-secular dichotomy, which 

hardly exists at all in oral cultures. 

God’s desired goal is simply “kingdomiza-

tion” or “societal transformation,” by which 

existing individuals, families, communities, 

and institutions are “converted” (or better, 

“subverted”) to relate with each other and 

with other communities with biblical norms 

and values. This means transforming exist-

ing communities and institutions into Christ-

centeredness, growing towards righteous-

ness marked by self-giving love (agape), 

where every family will be blessed (cf. Gen. 

12:1-3). Righteousness refers to just/right 
relationships (usually using one word: “love” 

or peace/ shalom) with God, with self, with 

all people (esp. those already in the 
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Kingdom, Gal. 6:10), and with creation, par-

ticularly depicted in Is. 65:17-25 and Rev. 

21:22-27 – not perfectly, but substantially 

and significantly. 

Such conversion is through faith (“wor-

ship”) expressed in “loving God and loving 

(our) neighbors” (Mt. 7:12; 22:37-39), in-

stead of doing religious rituals and ceremo-

nies (Mt. 15:1-20; cf. Is. 58:1-12; Am. 5:21-

24; Hos. 6:6; Col. 2:16-23) in religious places 

(Ac. 7:48; 17:24). The proof of faith is “love 

and good works” (Heb. 10:24; Eph. 2:8-10; Js. 

2:14-26), living the Mic. 6:8 lifestyle: “act 

justly, love mercy and walk humbly with 

God.” In his inaugural address, Jesus taught 

that his mission was “to preach good news to 

the poor… and proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favor [= Jubilee]” (Lk. 4:18-19), so he 

had come to realize this mission so that peo-

ple could experience “Jubilee every day” (Lk. 

4:20) and showed such good works as proof 

of his messianic identity to John the Baptist 

and his disciples (Lk. 7:20-23) and the peo-

ple (Ac. 7:38). 

Hence, the visible expression of God’s 

kingdom is simply “loving one another” “as I 

love you” (self-sacrificially) (Jn. 13:34-35), in 

the form of social services rather than reli-

gious services (1 Jn. 3:16-18). In Mt. 25:31-

46, Jesus taught that in the Final Judgment, 

God’s only standard for sheep to get eternal 

life is whether their faith worked out in love 

(Gal. 5:6), particularly to the least of His fam-

ily (the hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, 

sick, prisoners). His is a “bottom-up” king-

dom, where His blessings are generously 

shared and enjoyed, so no one is left behind 

poor (Mt. 6:19-33; 19:21; Lk. 6:20-26; cf. Ac. 

2:44-45; 4:34-37; 2 Cor. 8:11-15) – and we 

do not have to be literate to learn and 

achieve these. 

Moreover, our tentmakers need to fully 

understand that all secular things – including 

all natural (God-created) places, assets and 

talents, and cultural (human-made) ideas, 

artifacts, gadgets, traditions, customs, 

worldviews, etc. – can be redeemed and 

sanctified through faith expressed in prayer 

to God in Jesus’ name and obedience to His 

word (1 Tim. 4:4-5). There is no need to 

build religious facilities, for all properties of 

Christ-followers belong to (and can be used 

for) His kingdom (Jn. 4:21-24; Ac. 7:48; 

17:24-28), for true worship can be done an-

ytime and anywhere (cf. Rom. 12:1-8), even 

in Communist classrooms and Muslim 

mosques! 

Therefore, we should teach a biblical spir-

ituality requiring lesser religious practices. 

Following Christ does not require public dis-

plays of religiosity. In fact, Jesus discouraged 

such (Mt. 6:1-18), including almsgiving, 

praying, and fasting, which are to be done 

privately. As each Christ-follower walks 

humbly and simply for God’s glory (1 Cor. 

10:31; Mic. 6:8), their community will expe-

rience shalom and enjoy life with love and 

justice (1 Tim. 2:1-2). Their spirituality does 

not need to develop elaborate theologies, 

ethics, liturgies, and hierarchies (cf. Am. 

5:21-24; Ps. 131). It will become “more gen-

erosity, less religiosity.” 

Our Orality Structure: HCNs 

We must also clarify our view of the final 

form of God’s kingdom when it is realized in 

any segment of the world. To transform the 

world, Jesus just trained his disciples to 

evangelize the villages of Galilee (eventually 

to all nations) by sending them two by two 

without bringing outside resources into the 

community (Lk. 10:4a) to build any new 

structure there. They just had to find a “per-

son of peace/shalom” (Lk. 10:5-6) and disci-

ple that person to disciple their kin, friends, 

and neighbors (Lk. 10:4b-9), transforming 

them from “wolves” into “lambs” (cf. Lk. 

10:3) from house to house. If there is no such 

person in a community, they can leave and 

go to another one (Lk. 10:10-16), as simple 

as that. Their DMM was all done orally, for no 

one carried a single scroll of the Torah. 

That is how the apostles and the early 

church extended the kingdom orally by 

forming HCNs in each place across the Ro-

man Empire and beyond. The formation of 

HCs was the practical outcome of the 
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“priesthood of all believers,” as each Christ-

follower was empowered to use their homes 

to serve and bless their neighbors where 

they lived and worked. It is simply discipling 

every believer to become “mature in Christ” 

(Col. 1:28-29), with the confidence to serve 

as God’s priest (minister) in and through 

their oikos. 

How can the Kingdom be organized glob-

ally when it is implanted as small groups 

(oikos-size) in society? Jesus did not form a 

formal structure but introduced a cellular 

system that subsists in the constant repro-

duction of “new wineskins” (Mk. 2:22) in the 

structures of society. The early church had a 

cellular structure. Where the church existed, 

a small group (even as small as two or three) 

gathered for mutual edification (cf. 

1 Cor.14:26) in order to scatter to share 

Christ’s love through good works in the 

world (cf. Heb. 10:24; Mt. 5:13-16). Each cell 

forms a part of an HCN, which is similar to 

the decentralized system of (zero-budget) 

volunteer leaders that veteran (ex-pagan) 

priest Jethro advised Moses to form (Ex. 

18:21), where authority rests on the lowest 

units (“leaders of tens”) which are consulted 

and assisted (but not supervised nor con-

trolled) by the “higher” coordinating units. 

In the NT, these local leaders were called “el-

ders.” It differs from the denominational hi-

erarchies of local churches with episcopal, 

presbyterian, or congregationalist struc-

tures. 

The kingdom’s oral structure is decentral-

ized through networks of friendships among 

the disciples and servant leaders. No hierar-

chy gives permission or controls the church, 

for only Jesus is the Head and Foundation of 

his church through the Holy Spirit. All lead-

ers in HCNs see themselves as “servants of 

God” whose only job description is to “equip 

all the saints to do the ministry” of disciple-

making (Eph. 4:11-13; 2 Tim. 2:2), each ac-

cording to the spiritual gifts that the Holy 

Spirit sovereignly distributes to build up the 

one Body (1 Cor.12:1-13), one Temple 

(1 Pet. 4:10-11), one Kingdom. It is a flat 

structure where leaders view themselves as 

“first among equals” and empower others to 

become better than themselves (Phil. 2:3-4). 

What about accountability? Each one is 

personally and corporately accountable di-

rectly to our King Jesus, who commissioned 

his followers to make disciples among the 

nations. Each believer’s oikos is a “house of 

prayer for the nations,” used to love, serve, 

bless, and improve the homes of others. Each 

one is also accountable to their disciplers 

and disciples in mutual accountability, in-

cluding confessing sins to one another and 

forgiving the sins of one another. 

As seen above, HCNs are lay movements. 

Their leaders serve in various sectors of so-

ciety – not in the clergy-led structures of 

Christendom. Each Christ-follower is disci-

pled to be self-supporting through a means 

of livelihood (Eph. 4:28). HCN leaders in 

Christendom (and Buddhist) contexts will 

have to gradually phase out the need for the 

clerical (and monastic) order as they apply 

the “priesthood of all believers.” Though 

they may continue to be supported by “tithes 

and offerings” at the start, they will each 

transition to a livelihood or trade (to serve as 

models, 2 Th. 3:6-12), most probably for 

many as teachers of philosophy, ethics, reli-

gion, and social sciences. Those with leader-

ship qualities will naturally rise into man-

agement and governance positions in the 

community and the marketplace. 

Orality is about relationships. As we grow 

from childhood, we learn to relate by com-

municating orally throughout life. Even for 

those with the privilege of “higher educa-

tion,” only those with above-average aca-

demic grades become readers and writers. 

Furthermore, even they do not cease being 

oral communicators who appreciate oratory 

poetry, music, and all other forms of oral 

communication. Life is relationships; the 

rest are just details. Thus, our DMMs focus 

on relating and discipling in high-touch 

(turning friends into best friends, which is 

the essence of HCNs) – with or without high-

tech, not even low-tech. 
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Our Orality Mission: Insider 

Movements 

Thirdly, we must also clarify what kind of 

mission each HCN should do in a world with 

multi-cultural and multi-religious contexts, 

especially among UPGs. Jesus trained his dis-

ciples to do his simple missions contextually 

(Lk. 9:1-6; 10:1-17), which he also illustrated 

cross-culturally among the Samaritans (Jn. 

4) and in Gentile Decapolis (Mk. 5:1-20; 

7:31-8:10). When entering other cultures, 

Paul practiced “becoming all things to all 

people” (1 Cor. 9:20-23), in fact, “making 

himself a slave [doulos] among them” (1 Cor. 
9:19). As for the local converts, his straight-

forward mission – now called Insider Move-

ments (IM) – included three dimensions: in-

carnational (1 Cor. 7:17, 20, 24), contextual 

(1 Cor. 7:18-20) and transformational 

(1 Cor. 7:21-24). 

Through the “person of peace” in each com-

munity, people begin their faith journey by 

contextually remaining in the majority reli-

gion (or non-religion) of their family and 

community (esp. vv. 18-20). They developed 

their faith with a simple spirituality, each 

learning to live a “love God and love every-

one” lifestyle (Mt. 22:37-39; Rom. 12:1-2) in 

their society. Jesus did not (nor trained his 

disciples to) set up any structure separate 

from the homes and communities where 

they lived and worked. 

Kingdomization is an occupation plan, not 

an evacuation plan (1 Cor. 15:24-25; Phil. 

2:9-11) because Christ is the ruler over eve-

rything (Col. 1:16-17). Christ-followers sanc-

tify the non-believers (1 Cor.7:14) and food 

offered to idols (1 Cor. 10:20-26) because all 

things can be purified (Tit. 1:15) by prayer 

and the Word (1 Tim. 4:4-5). Jesus entered 

European pagan cosmologies and trans-

formed them Christward. New Christ-follow-

ers can continue to join in the activities and 

festivities of their community with a clear 

conscience. When asked about their motiva-

tion, they can explain and witness to Christ, 

even if it may result in persecution. 

Meanwhile, they shall have been “multiply-

ing disciples” before such conflict arises. 

KMs may thus be called “incarnational 

missions,” which contrasts with the disas-

trous effects of Christendom’s “imperial mis-

sions” that have made Jesus look very bad 

(aggressive, foreign, and irrelevant), esp. in 

Asia. Perhaps worst is the heavy burden that 

has been imposed on new believers and 

churches (especially those among the poor) 

as they need to invest their minimal re-

sources in supporting the salaries and theo-

logical studies of their clergy, buying prop-

erty, constructing cathedrals, financing their 

religious activities – all of which make them 

look insensitively rich (and irrelevant) com-

pared to the houses and facilities in their 

poor(er) neighborhoods. Most of these pro-

jects have been highly subsidized from 

abroad, especially by their denominational 

partners, up to this day. Almost all of them 

cannot pay their pastors properly and do not 

even have small budgets for community ser-

vices unless they partner with some Chris-

tian development organizations. 

In contrast, the rich harvest Jesus ex-

pected from his disciples is being reaped 

nowadays through the simple incarnational 

approach by HCNs. By following Jesus in his 

oral “zero-budget missions,” every disciple 

leads someone (usually a relative or new 

friend) to trust and obey King Jesus in love 

and good works. As they serve one another, 

the people (esp. community leaders) around 

them will take notice of “how they love one 

another” (and their neighbors) and will soon 

also ask for their help. They then naturally 

rise to become leaders in the community. 

Our Orality Approach: 

Contextualized Spirituality 

Then, what about the cultural forms, esp. re-

ligious rituals and festivals of their families 

and communities? New Christ-followers 

should be allowed to develop contextualized 

religious practices, retaining most of them 

and rede- fining them as Christ-centered and 

Christward customs, while finding 
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“functional substitutes” for those beliefs and 

values that are idolatrous and occultic. For 

instance, the most popular practices in kar-

mic cultures, including ancestral and merit-

making practices, will be simplified. Some 

may eventually phase out as they live out the 

logic of non-samsaric and post-animistic 

worldviews as they reflect on the Word (Lim, 

2019; Fukuda, 2012, pp. 183-192). 

They may even become more biblical and 

Christ-centered than the tradition-laden and 

liturgy-oriented denominations in today’s 

uncontextualized and Westernized Christen-

dom. They will gradually learn to eliminate 

anything sinful: idolatry, individualism, im-

morality, and injustice. Not all at once, as all 

of us have not been rid of every sin ourselves, 

and as Elisha permitted Naaman to accom-

pany the King in ceremonial worship to pa-

gan gods (2 Ki. 5:17-19), and Paul permitted 

the Corinthians to eat foods offered to idols 

(1 Cor. 8-10). Almost all our present Chris-

tian practices (in liturgies, weddings, Christ-

mas, Easter, etc.) were adapted from pagan 

customs of pre-Christian European tribes (cf. 

Walls, 1996, pp. 15-54). 

Self-theologizing means completely trust-

ing everyone to receive God’s word under 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit and con-

cretely develop their unique spirituality 

based on their real-life experiences and local 

resources. Effective communicators try to 

represent new ideas using real-life exam-

ples. Even literates learn best as they can re-

tain relevant data much better than infor-

mation that is unimportant in their everyday 

lives. So “why define, when a real-life setting 

is infinitely more satisfactory than a defini-

tion” (Ong, 2002, p. 53)? We can all remem-

ber, think, imagine, and communicate con-

cretely rather than abstractly as oral beings. 

Co3 uses the oral “Bible sharing” format to 

learn from 30 Chronological Bible stories. 

However, contextuality should also mark our 

HC meetings, with the free mixture of activi-

ties according to the needs and gifts of the 

participants, as set by the discipler in close 

consultation with their disciples. Following 

the 1 Cor. 14:26-40 pattern of meeting, all 

members should come prepared to “provoke 

one another to love and good works” (Heb. 

10:24) in their body- life together. In literate 

cultures, they can go through any biblical 

text according to the needs and interests of 

those present. However, they must curb 

their tendency to study and discuss them in 

abstract lessons rather than share experi-

ences that lead to concrete actions. In oral 

cultures, they have the advantage of learning 

about Jesus and his teachings through story-

telling, singing, and drama, which leads to 

worldview change (Evans, 2008). Nowadays, 

they can download the Jesus movie and film 

clips from www.jesusfilminternational.org, 

with translations available in over 1,400 lan-

guages, and discuss the clip’s relevance to 

their daily lives. 

Our Opportunities 

By God’s grace, today’s circumstances cause 

many headwinds in our orality missions. 

May I mention four of them? 

Asian House Church Networks 

Thankfully, we have many local partners 

who share our paradigm of “kingdomiza-

tion” in the HCNs in almost all Asian coun-

tries. Since the 1970s, there has been a grow-

ing awareness among Asian church leaders 

to call for contextualization and search for 

new ways of doing more effective missions 

among their people. Those few who have 

chosen the HCN path may be among the most 

desperate (and courageous) searchers who 

dared to step out and launch these initia-

tives, often against the plans and wishes of 

their denominations. 

Some of Asia’s HCNs have been “forced” by 

governmental persecution in some countries 

(like China, Vietnam, and Iran). However, 

most HCNs in Asia (like India, Japan, Thai-

land, Philippines, Myanmar, Cambodia, etc.), 

including many in China, have chosen this 

“new way of doing missions” today because 

of theological conviction based on the 

“priesthood of all believers.” Many have been 

inspired and enlightened from the 

http://www.jesusfilminternational.org/
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experience of China’s churches as they 

learned that saturation evangelism and dis-

cipleship could be done more effectively 

through “simple Christianity” that can be led 

by ordinary believers sharing their faith 

“from house to house” orally – without the 

elaborate plans, liturgies, theologies, build-

ings, organizations, and budgets of denomi-

national Christianity (After the recent pan- 

demic, many more have joined our ranks.). 

Some of these HCNs have the advantage of 

gifted leaders who have the intellectual and 

moral integrity to use their theological edu-

cation and practical administrative skills to 

develop simple “systems” (actually “net-

works”) that can accelerate “people move-

ments” through “underground evangelism” 

in their respective nations. So, the Asian 

HCNs have learned to do effective outreach 

to win their neighbors who belong to other 

(usually majority) faiths. It has been done 

simply by empowering every Christ-follower 

to share their faith orally at any time and 

place. 

Historically, Asia’s HCNs grew from the 

“gospel explosion” in China in the 1980s, 

when many mission leaders, especially those 

who were part of the Discipling a Whole Na-

tion (DAWN) movement, found a better way 

to catalyze “saturation evangelism” beyond 

just planting new churches in every village. 

By the 1990s, HCNs had started forming, es-

pecially in India, Japan, Vietnam, Cambodia, 

and the Philippines. As some national HCN 

leaders found each other, they began to meet 

at continental leaders’ summits in 2006 to 

reflect the unity of the HCNs and to nurture 

personal relationships, especially between 

the older and younger leaders in the various 

HCNs in Asia – across their vast ethnic, cul-

tural, generational and linguistic differences. 

Some of them are also regular participants in 

the annual meetings of the Asian Society of 

Frontier Missions (ASFM) since 2009. If 

Asia’s HCNs were considered as one denom-

ination (which they pray they will never be-

come), they would be at least as numerous 

(estimated 260 million) as all the denomina-

tional churches in Asia combined (approx. 

250 million), most probably as of December 

2017. 

Like PMA, many HCNs in China have been 

sending multitudes of disciple-makers as 

“ants, bees and (earth) worms” who are or-

dinary people using ordinary/oral ways to 

bless (develop, enrich) the lives of others. 

HCNs in the Philippines are spreading the 

Gospel of “eternal life (in heaven) and abun-

dant life (on earth) for all” in Christ simply – 

through “nameless, faceless and (appar-

ently) powerless” servants of the highest 

God (Lim, 2013b). In India, they go from vil-

lage to village to enrich farmers with organic 

farming technology. In Japan, businessmen 

are leading fellow-businessmen and their 

employees to follow Jesus through “business 

coaching;” the top leader is now getting a 

Ph.D. in Urban Engineering to position him-

self to catalyze a DMM among the Parliament 

(Diet) members in his district. 

Global Kingdom Movements 

In the past 25 years, most HCNs in all conti-

nents, esp. Asia, North America, and Aus-

tralia have been promoting kingdomization 

missiology, too. The better-known writers 

are Wolfgang Simson, Neil Cole, Tony and Fe-

licity Dale, Frank Viola, George Barna, and 

Rad Zdero. 

All along, we have also the encouragement 

from some Western mission leaders who 

propagated church planting movements 

(CPMs) or “Kingdom movements” (KMs), 

like David Garrison, David Watson, Kent 

Parks, Stan Parks, Steve Hill, Tom & Eliza-

beth Adleta, etc. Most significant in promot-

ing KMs are Frontier Ventures (formerly the 

U.S. Center for World Mission), its organ Mis-

sion Frontiers and its publishing arm Wil-

liam Carey Library, as well as the Interna-

tional Society of Frontier Missions (ISFM) 

and its organ International Journal of Fron-

tier Missions (IJFM). 

Moreover, we have also found like-

minded partners in many campus ministries, 

marketplace ministry, community transfor-

mation, BAM, and tentmaker movements, 
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particularly in the Lausanne Movement and 

the International Orality Network. 

Post-modernity 

Another opportunity is the global threat to 

all traditional institutions and social move-

ments, which is the accelerating prevalence 

and influence of post-modern thinking (de-

construction of all absolutes and all institu-

tional authorities) and the dominant use of 

digital media (almost anything goes on the 

internet and smartphones). Who will win in 

capturing the millennial and future genera-

tions? One thing is sure: globally, all the tra-

ditional religious institutions (including 

Christendom) are struggling and will strug-

gle to retain their people, which accelerated 

during the present pandemic. 

Certainly, we can take advantage of the de-

construction of absolutism and institutional-

ism that will overwhelm our world and the 

future, even with the help of automated and 

augmented technology. I believe HCNs and 

KMs are best positioned to win in this spir-

itual and moral “war for the minds and 

hearts” of people in our post-modern world. 

We need to be clear of two absolutes: our 

Creator God, who cares for all His creation 

and every human being (Heb. 11:6), and His 

clear revelation in Jesus of Nazareth, who 

came to provide His redemption to restore 

and transform fallen creation and humanity 

to His Kingdom, so that His will (command-

ments) will be obeyed on earth as it is in 

heaven, as revealed in the Bible. Our mission 

is to share these two absolutes in the 

oral/relational/friendly way – incarnation-

ally, contextually, servantly – in every oikos 

and context wherever we live and work, by 

the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Social Media 

As our world modernizes and globalizes fur-

ther, science and technology advance rap-

idly, and as we form Co3s organically, the so-

cio-religious traditions in our pluralistic 

world will lose relevance and be reduced or 

transformed into simpler forms. Through 

high-tech and social media, people, even in 

still entirely oral cultures, will become more 

and more secularized (and materialistic and 

hedonistic). They will overcome their fears 

and guilt, which have been the roots of su-

perstitious practices, lucky charms, and 

elaborate religious rituals. 

We have to focus on promoting “more Je-

sus, less religion.” “More Jesus” means 

simply practicing the simple spirituality 

(three habits of holiness/discipleship) 

orally, in silence and low-key ways, amidst 

the busyness and noise of urban and cyber-

space made by the literate elites. It also ap-

plies to the over-supply of online Christian 

programming that adds to the multiplicity of 

chats and services on Facebook and 

YouTube. We need to remember that histor-

ically, all “gospel explosions” and spiritual 

revivals were high-touch and hardly high-

tech. We need to focus on “gossiping” the es-

sentials (prayer and the Word) relation-

ally/orally and not be diverted by the (Chris-

tendom) non-essentials (print, radio, TV, and 

internet) for spiritual formation and trans-

formation. Online ministry will work only 

when friendship and trust have been estab-

lished first. Can high-touch “friendship” (for 

DMM) happen on Facebook or any social me-

dia? Perhaps only with lots of time (man-

hours) invested in personal chats. 

Suppose anyone wants to upload videos 

on YouTube and TikTok. In that case, they 

are welcome to produce creative contempo-

rary applications of Bible stories and per-

sonal testimonies of transformed individuals 

and communities that show the love and 

power of God in Jesus’ name. Let us be aware 

not to repeat the same mistake as we almost 

exclusively uploaded videos for in-house/in-

ternal use rather than inviting and attracting 

the unreached to Christ. 

Our Threat: Literate Christendom 

The only threat to our orality missiology will 

remain the dominance of ostentatious Chris-

tian institutions worldwide. Due to its 

wealth and power, Christendom, with its 

elaborate structures like cathedrals, semi-

naries, universities, and medical facilities, 
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will continue to prevail for some time. How-

ever, it will be overwhelmed by nominal re-

ligiosity, as has happened to all human or-

ganizations. Their demand for huge budgets 

will keep them in maintenance mode (usu-

ally apathetic or inward-looking, and thus 

hard to mobilize for missions) and cause not 

a few scandals. Chris Wright (2012) said in 

Cape Town 2010, “The greatest problem of 

God in his redemptive mission for the world 

is his own people” (p. 150). 

Yet, in the final analysis, it is not a real 

threat. It will just maintain Christianity as 

33% of the world’s population at best and 

become irrelevant in the secularization 

trends of our globalized, urbanizing, and dig-

italized world at worst. It will serve as a 

temptation for those who are content with 

“comfort zones” and do not want the de-

mands of the discipleship and disciple-mak-

ing ethos of KMs and HCNs, but that is ex-

pected of any institutionalized movement 

anyhow. We need to focus on actualizing the 

zero-budget missions of our orality missiol-

ogy among the 81% of the unreached who do 

not know a Christian, and the old wineskins 

will fade away. 

Conclusion 

We have shown what an orality “kingdomi-

zation” missiology should look like and how 

it can improve the mobilization impact of 

PMA (Philippine Missions Association) and 

the global missions community. We should 

all aim to form HCNs to multiply Christ-fol-

lowers who can multiply disciple-makers in-

carnationally to infiltratively transform soci-

eties into Christ-following communities and 

workplaces – with contextualized, holistic 

and transformational “indigenous oikos 

churches” that are genuinely replicable: self-

governing, self-supporting, self-propagating 

and self-theologizing. We will be “planting 

churches” that will be copied by future gen-

erations of Christ-followers, so we should 

avoid transplanting denominational 

churches (= complex Christianity), which are 

often decontextualized (= foreign-looking, if 

not foreign), hence have almost always pro-

duced marginalized Christ-followers who 

are separated from their communities – des-

pised and rejected by their family and 

friends, not because of the Gospel but be-

cause of their extra-biblical (and literate) 

forms. 

So, PMA and “Mission 2025” need to focus 

on making disciples and multiplying HCNs 

through our oral Co3 strategy among all peo-

ple groups in our country and beyond. We 

will encourage all Christ-followers to “gossip 

Jesus” and multiply small “disciple-making 

groups” among their friends and kin in their 

neighborhoods and workplaces. We have to 

only do this spiritual “network marketing” of 

the Gospel from village to village and city to 

city – till every home and workplace knows 

and obeys Jesus as King. 

Across the world today, most HCNs and 

many KMs are forming Christ-centered com-

munities led by local Christ-followers who 

have not been extracted religio-culturally 

from their communities. Empowered by the 

Holy Spirit, we will continue to catalyze 

DMMs in Asia and beyond by oral means, for 

we believe that the harvest has always been 

ripe for reaping (Jn. 4:35). Our King Jesus is 

indeed building His kingdom and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it (Mt. 16:18-

19). May God find PMA and our fellow mis-

sion partners faithful in working together to 

multiply DMMs (even through migrant la-

borers) to actualize the kingdom of God ef-

fectively (not per-

fectly, yet substan-

tially) among all peo-

ples and all sectors of 

the world!

  

Click here to 
comment and interact 
with the community. 



 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 16 

References Cited 

Carlton, R. B. (2000). Amazing Grace: Lessons on Church Planting Movements from Cambodia. 

Chennai: Mission Education Books. 

Chiang, S., & Lovejoy, G. (Eds.). (2013). Beyond Literate Western Models: Contextualizing 

Theological Education in Oral Contexts. Hong Kong: International Orality Network. 

Choudhrie, V. (2007). The Church in Your House. greettheekklesia@gmail.com 

Choudhrie, V. (2010). Mega Church to Meta Church. https://peterjfarmer.co.uk/mega-church-to-

meta-church/ 

Claro, R. (2003). A Higher Purpose for Your Overseas Job. Makati City: Church Strengthening 

Ministries. 

Dyrness, W. (2016). Insider Jesus. Downers Grove: IVP Academic. 

Esguerra, C. (2005). “200,000 OFWs Seen as Potential Missionaries.” Philippine Daily Inquirer, 

March 24, 2005: A4. 

Evans, S. (2008). “From the Biblical World to the Buddhist Worldview: Using Bible Narratives to 

Impact at the Heart Level.” In P. De Neui (Ed.), Communicating Christ through Story and 

Song: Orality in Buddhist Contexts (pp. 128-150). Pasadena: William Carey Library. 

Fukuda, M. (2010). “A New Family Model for Japanese Families.” In P. H. De Neui (Ed.), Family 

and Faith in Asia: The Missional Impact of Social Networks (pp. 217-227). Pasadena: William 

Carey Library. 

Garrison, D. (2004). Church Planting Movements. Midlothian, VA: WIGTake Resources. 

Garrison, D. (2013). A Wind in the House of Islam. Monument, CO: WIGTake Resources. 

Hattaway, P., et al. (2003). Back to Jerusalem. Carlisle: Piquant. 

Higgins, K. (2004). “The Key to Insider Movements: The ‘Devoted’s’ of Acts.” International 

Journal of Frontier Missiology, 21(4), 156-160. 

Lim, D. (1987). “The Origin, Nature and Organization of the Synagogue.” Studia Biblica et 

Theologia, 15(1), 23-51. 

Lim, D. (1989). “The Servant Church.” Evangelical Review of Theology, 13(1), 87-90. 

Lim, D. (2002). “Towards a Radical Contextualization Paradigm in Evangelizing Buddhists.” In D. 

Lim & S. Spaulding (Eds.), Sharing Jesus in the Buddhist World (pp. 71-94). Pasadena: 

William Carey Library. 

Lim, D. (2008). “Catalyzing ‘Insider Movements’ Among the Unreached.” Journal of Asian Mission, 

10(1-2), 125-145. 

Lim, D. (2009). “Filipino Urban Missions in the Buddhist World.” In P. De Neui (Ed.), 

Communicating Christ in Asian Cities: Urban Issues in Buddhist Contexts (pp. 201-223). 

Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library. 

Lim, D. (2011). “Towards Closure: Imperial or Incarnational Missions?” Asian Missions Advance, 

33 (October 2011), 20-22. 

Lim, D. (2012a). “Effective Disciple-making Made Simple.” In D. English et al., Tentmaking Briefs, 

Vol. I (pp. 61-63). September 2012. 

Lim, D. (2012b). “Effective Tentmaking Made Simple.” In A. Gamez (Ed.), Blessing OFWs to Bless 

the Nations (pp. 108-113). Makati: Church Strengthening Ministries. 

Lim, D. (2013a). “Asian Mission Movements in Asia Today.” Asian Missions Advance, 41 

(October), 29-36. 

mailto:greettheekklesia@gmail.com
https://peterjfarmer.co.uk/mega-church-to-meta-church/
https://peterjfarmer.co.uk/mega-church-to-meta-church/


 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 17 

Lim, D. (2013b). “History and Ministry of Philippine Missions Association: Leading the Global 

Shift to Tentmaker Missions.” Asian Missions Advance, 41 (October), 2-6. 

Lim, D. (2013c). “The House Church Movements in Asia.” Asian Missions Advance, 38 (January), 

3-7. 

Lim, D. (2014). “Missiological Framework for the Contextualization of Christ-Centered 

Communities.” Asian Missions Advance, 44 (July 2014), 20-22. 

Lim, D. (2016). “Asia’s House Church Movements Today.” Asian Missions Advance, 52 (July 

2016), 7-12. www.asiamissions.net/asias-house-church-movements-today/ 

Lim, D. (2017). “God’s Kingdom as Oikos Church Networks: A Biblical Theology.” International 

Journal of Frontier Mission, 34(1-4), 25-35. 

Lim, D. (2019). “Appreciating Rituals and Festivals from within Buddhist Christward 

Movements.” In P. de Neui (Ed.), Sacred Moments: Reflections on Buddhist Rites and 

Christian Rituals (pp. 105-121). New Delhi: Christian World Imprints. 

Loong, T. (1990). “Vocational Missionaries from Asia.” In World Missions, The Asian Challenge: A 

Compendium of the Asia Missions Congress 1990. 

Ma, W., & Ma, J. C. (Eds.). (2003). Asian Church and God’s Mission. Mandaluyong: OMF Literature. 

Manzano, J., & Solina, J. C. (Eds.). (2007). Worker to Witness. Makati City: Church Strengthening 

Ministries. 

Nee, W. (1974). Further Talks on the Church Life. Los Angeles: The Stream Publishers. 

Ong, W. J. (2002). Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word. London: Routledge. 

Pantoja, L., Tira, S. J., & Wan, E. (Eds.). (2004). Scattered: The Filipino Global Presence. Manila: 

LifeChange Publishing. 

Simson, W. (2001). Houses That Change the World. Carlisle: Paternoster. 

Talman, H., & Travis, J. J. (Eds.). (2015). Understanding Insider Movements: Disciples of Jesus 

Within Diverse Religious Communities. Pasadena: William Carey Library. 

Walls, A. (1996). The Missionary Movement in Christian History. Maryknoll: Orbis. 

Wright, C. (2012). Calling the church back to humility, integrity, simplicity. In J. E. M. Cameron 

(Ed.), Christ our reconciler: Gospel, church, world (pp. 148–158). IVP Books. 

https://archive.org/details/christourreconci0000unse 

Xin, Y. (2016). “The Role of the Host Families in the Missional Structure of a House Church 

Movement.” In R. Dowsett et al. (Eds.), Evangelism and Diakonia in Context (pp. 315-324). 

Oxford: Regnum. 

Zdero, R. (2004). The Global House Church Movement. Pasadena: William Carey Library.

 

  

http://www.asiamissions.net/asias-house-church-movements-today/
https://archive.org/details/christourreconci0000unse


 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 18 

Appendix 

Company 3

Sharing Our Lives 

Share with each other: 

1. What are you thankful for? 

2. What are your concerns, struggles and 

challenges? 

Be honest, vulnerable and keep all that is 

shared confidential. 

Hearing from God 

Learn by heart one of the passages listed on 

the back of the bookmark, then answer these 

questions together: 

1. What does this story tell us about God? 

2. What does this story tell us about peo-

ple? 

3. What does it tell us we ought to do? 

4. Who am I going to tell what I’ve 

learned? 

Conversation with God 

1. Pray for each other’s needs. 

2. Pray for others who need to know Jesus 

and for opportunities to bring them 

one-step-closer to Him; that we can 

start a Company-3 group with them. 

Pray short simple prayers. Take turns pray-

ing “sentence prayers.” Depending on the 

setting, you can pray with your eyes open. 

Just talk honestly and lovingly to God. 

1. Gen. 1:1-25 

2. Gen. 2:4-24 

3. Gen. 3:1-24 

4. Gen. 6:1-19, 17 

5. Gen. 12:1-8, 15:1-6 

6. Gen. 22:1-19 

7. Ex. 12:1-28 

8. Ex. 20:1-21 

9. Lev. 4:1-35 

10. Ps. 23:1-6 

11. Is. 53 

12. Lk. 1:26-38, 2:1-20 

13. Mt. 3, Jn. 1:29-34 

14. Mt. 4:1-11 

15. Mk. 4:35-41 

16. Mk. 5:1-20 

17. Jn. 6:1-37 

18. Lk. 5:17-26 

19. Jn. 4:1-26, 39-42 

20. Lk. 10:25-37, 15:11-32 

21. Lk. 18:9-14, Jn. 16:24 

22. Mt. 6:1-34 

23. Jn. 11: -44 

24. Mt. 20:20-28 

25. Mt. 26:26-30 

26. Jn. 18:1-19:16 

27. Lk. 23:32-56 

28. Lk. 24:1-35 

29. Lk. 24:36-53 

30. Jn. 3:1-21, Mt. 7:13-14
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Unleashing the Power of Orality 
Charles Madinger, Rocelyn Anog-Madinger & Daniel Ponraj 

Abstract: The article explores the transformative power of orality in communication, focusing on 

its impact in addressing the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Northern Nigeria. It defines orality conceptu-

ally, emphasizing its role in conveying shared meaning and information. The text introduces High 

Orality Reliance (HOR) and Low Orality Reliance (LOR) frameworks, illustrating how missionary 

efforts often impose LOR methods on oral cultures. It advocates for a more holistic approach, 

urging the integration of disciplines modeled by Jesus. The conclusion emphasizes the need for 

HOR training paradigms, especially in educational settings. The article calls for a culturally sensi-

tive, orality-informed approach to communication and mission work. 

Keywords: HIV/AIDS, Nigeria, orality, training, transformation 

Orality reliance level: Very low orality reliance      

he HIV/AIDS epidemic was ravaging 
Northern Nigeria’s largest metropolitan 

area. It seemed like all the well-intentioned 

attempts to arrest it fell on deaf ears. People 

were not connecting the urgency of the crisis 

to their part of the continent since the “AIDS 

deaths” of almost every adult from age 25 to 

50 in Malawi “was their problem, not ours.” 

How could an intervention message sink in? 

AIDS was on the same destructive path in Ni-

geria’s cities and villages as it was in Malawi. 

The Hausa people own a rich tradition of 

music, proverbs, and folktales, and a ‘Show 

Love & Care’ program drew upon that tradi-

tion to compose a song to communicate the 

dangers of this disease. Attention was also 

drawn to a key Hausa proverb that reso-

nated with everyone and turned the tide. The 

song simply changed the words to a famous 

Hausa “tune.” The proverb? “Don’t wait till 

the grass sticks you in the eye to cut it.” Con-

nection made. If you wait until the grass is 

tall in this part of the world, you’ll end up 

dead from the bite of a cobra. A six-hour in-

teractive audio series reached every house-

hold in one of the Local Government Areas 

(LGA), and the spread of HIV/AIDS in the re-

gion was drastically reduced! 

The arts of myth and folklore serve as 

tools of communication that enhance the en-

gagement of the hearts and minds of hearers. 

When the arts are appropriately utilized, the 

impact of a message grows exponentially. 
First, we move from the oral expressions 

themselves - myth, folklore, narrative, etc., 

described in the other chapters in this book, 

to utilizing the power that drives them to 

higher and broader impact. The question 

may now be raised, “Do we fully engage that 

power or continue in the modern status 

quo?” Nearly all mission training has histori-

cally been deeply rooted in Western literate 

principles and methods – even for people in-

tending to live and work in contexts of very 

low print-text literacies. 

A lexical definition of orality is simply a 

preference for and reliance on oral commu-

nication. Note, however, it is about commu-

nication. A conceptual definition of orality is 

how we come to shared meaning through re-

ceiving, processing, remembering, and pass-

ing on information. An operational definition 

of orality is a complex of descriptive disci-

plines practiced by Jesus from the Father and 

by the power of His Spirit. Anthropologists 

speak of orality in terms of oral tradition, 

cultures, and literature. Many educators 

speak in terms of “oral learners” versus 

print/text or literate learners and how each 
remembers truth and information. Linguists 

and Bible translators mainly focus on liter-

acy and ever-changing languages. Sociolo-

gists relate orality to how communities and 

societies receive and pass on their values. 

Artists focus on creative expressional forms, 

T 
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while communications and media profes-

sionals find the appropriate channels for the 

diffusion of messages through mass media. 

Finally, some missionaries and churches 

promote their preferred methodologies of 

Bible storytelling as orality, but what I wish 

to call Kingdom missiologists, evangelists, 

pastors, and trainers can rethink orality and 

discover more holistic perspectives for 

broader applications and deeper impact. 

Orality and Communication 

The first 40 years of the modern discussion 

of orality came through the insights of Wal-

ter Ong and Marshall McLuhan (1982) as 

they conceived orality as simply a preference 

for and reliance on oral communication ra-

ther than print-text. Communication, how-

ever, does not begin with sound and speech. 

It begins in the mind and involves the whole 

person. 

Orality is all about 

communication. 

It concerns how we prefer to receive, pro-

cess, remember, and pass on information 

and truth. As communication, orality neces-

sarily helps us convey meanings from one to 

another using mutually understood signs 

and symbols. Some prefer a high dependence 

on oral communication, and some lower – 

and this on a sliding scale. But first, a discus-

sion on communication in general is neces-

sary. 

From the beginning, orality is one piece of 

what sets us apart from the rest of creation. 

The Triune God lived in an intimate commu-

nity, communicating together before any-

thing was, and then chose to create us in His 

image. He spoke the world into existence. He 

himself spoke directly with our first parents 

as they walked together in the Garden (Gen. 

3:8ff ), visited the Patriarchs in the forms of 

men (Gen. 18), appeared in visions (Gen. 

15:1), dreams (Dan. 2), wrote on tablets (Ex. 

31:18) and with a finger appearing on a wall 

(Dan. 5), spoke in riddles (Ez. 17), parables 

(Ez. 16) and laments (Ez. 19). He commis-

sioned songs (Deut. 31:22; Zeph. 3:17) and 

finally spoke with all elements of human 

communication through his incarnated Son 

(Heb. 1:1-2). God “spoke” creatively so there 

would be no question about His love and 

message. 

Conceptual Definition 

Orality is our “in-the-image-of-God” shared 

characteristic of communication. He de-

signed our brains to express ourselves in 

multiple ways and means. We see an image 

in our mind, and it cries out to be named 

from our earliest years of development. We 

finally express that “inner speech” by verbal-

izing or signing that image, like seeing our 

mother: Ma, Momma, Nanay, Maji, Mor – or 

whatever language we develop to express 

ourselves as infants. Eventually, some 

learned to express that image in a picture or 

drawing, or telling a story about her, creating 

a poem, then a song, instrumental music, 

sign language, and the list grows on. Cultures 

shape how that inner speech finds expres-

sion. 

So then, in the sharpening of our concep-

tual definition of orality, we conclude that 

orality is “our learned expressions of God-

designed inner-speech. It involves the whole 

person and can use all five senses. 

Everyone is an Oral Learner 

Everyone functions out of their orality, even 

if that person cannot hear, audibly speak, or 

visually see. Inner speech must find expres-

sion, of which written text functions as only 

one of many mediums. My daughter com-

municates volumes without a word spoken 

or written. She just rolls her eyes! We also 

learn to express ourselves through multiple 

literacies. Every act of literacy begins with 

inner speech, and finds its expression 

through print/text, graphic arts, sign lan-

guage, braille, and even mathematics. Litera-

cies flow from our capacity for orality. Read-

ing and writing are just one expression of 
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orality – not something different from oral-

ity. 

So, we all come into this world 100% reli-

ant on that orality, and the issue then be-

comes how we developmentally learn to ex-

press our inner speech to form a framework. 

From the “eye-rolling” child to literacies of 

music, math, or computer programming. 

What is a framework? They serve as ways of 

viewing and organizing the world and inter-

preting it. In cultural jargon, we speak of 

worldviews. In educational circles, we call 

them schemas, or in leadership terminology 

– a paradigm. It helps us gain knowledge and 

differentiate our beliefs from other opinions 

(an epistemology). It is how we make sense 

of our environment and the movements of 

our lives. Frames are windows to the world 

and lenses that bring the world into focus. At 

the same time, they filter out the things we 

either do not need or want. 

The Innsbruck Goggle Experiments by 

Theodor Erismann (1883-1961) and Ivo 

Kohler (1915- 1985) developed a set of gog-

gles that inverted the field of human vision. 

The goal was to determine how a person 

might function when everything was “upside 

down.” After about a day of wearing the gog-

gles, Kohler could begin pouring water, de-

termine right from left, and even ride a bicy-

cle. The key was to continuously wear the 

goggles to re-orient the brain to see the 

world in a new way. Taking them off after ad-

justing to this inverted world also produced 

a re-disorientation of what the rest of the 

world sees as normal. The frameworks of 

orality are much the same as the perspective 

of the goggles. We went to university or sem-

inary and learned how to see the world and 

mission strategies with greater focus - with 

new lenses most of our audiences will never 

wear. We dug deeper and mined amazing 

gems that could not be seen with the naked 

eye. The goggles are good – especially when 

seeing things that go unnoticed without 

them and when we can apply what we see 

with those who do not share our equipment, 

orientation, and skills. 

High Orality Reliance (HOR) 

Framework 

Over their first few years, many children 

learn and develop a High Orality Reliance 

(HOR) framework or a high reliance on all 

that goes into communication. It is a socio-

cultural phenomenon shaped by those 

around us from whom we learn what is “nor-

mal.” These children tend to prefer or value 

processing things together, a Kairos perspec-

tive of time, archiving important things in 

proverbs, stories, songs, and other local arts, 

using a line of reasoning that might be con-

sidered random, and repeating a type of pro-
cessing, following a narrative or story most 

easily, deeply respecting elders, the past and 

traditions, listening for the familiar word as 

they hear, “becoming the music” in sponta-

neous song and dance and organizing their 

world in concrete tangible ways. 

Low Orality Reliance (LOR) 

Framework. 

Other children learn and develop a frame-

work of Low Orality Reliance (LOR), or a low 

reliance on all that goes into communication 

in their sociocultural context. They tend to 

prefer or value processing of things individ-

ually, a Chronos perspective of time, archiv-

ing important things in writing or docu-

ments, organizing thought in outline form 

rather than narrative, following a line of rea-

soning that might be considered a linear pro-

gression of processing, rewarding innova-

tion and youth, clearly defining words and 

phrases, and organizing their world in prin-

ciples and abstractions. 

Those who finished formal education, es-

pecially those who completed seminary 

training, lost their original high orality reli-

ance over time and even changed brain func-

tions from reading skills. We began moving 

away from a high dependence on oral com-

munication and progressed naturally toward 

low orality. We increasingly learned to ex-

press our inner speech through multiple 

oralities and literacies. Some learned the lit-

eracies of sign language and braille, while 

others mastered the literacies of math, 
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accounting, computer software, musical no-

tation, etc. We functioned well and learned 

by reading and studying individually, deci-

phering complex words and abstract puz-

zles. We sat in lectures with limited interac-

tion with others and withdrew into our own 

world, listening to music. We viewed time in 

measured increments, taught, made disci-

ples, and archived almost everything for 

print-text accessibility. 

Both frameworks remain with us for life 

like all other culturally acquired parts of us. 

The food we eat and drink, the clothes we 

wear, the language we speak, the music that 

touches our deepest feelings, and even how 

we learn and relate to others. We learn and 

adapt to other preferences and even appear 

to have made a shift. Yet, the one we adopt 

early on stays our dominant framework. But 

make no mistake, these do not function as an 

either/or, oral/literate, or any other dichot-

omy. These characteristics and preferences 

exist on a continuum from HOR to LOR and 

change over time along that continuum. 

Dr. Bauta Motty grew up with a very High 

Orality Reliance in a small village in Kaduna 

State, Nigeria. He was the first of his family 

to graduate from secondary school, then 

went on to a Bible school and seminary. 

Eventually, Bauta became General Secretary 

of his denomination and then enrolled in a 

top American seminary where he earned a 

Ph.D. in Intercultural Studies. It sounds like 

he made a polar shift. However, for many of 

his courses and qualifying exams, he pleaded 

to take them orally. He says he always re-

verts to his roots when talking something 

through, and speaking it holds much higher 

value because you are what you say, not 

what you write. “It’s who I am.” 

LOR Framework Domination 

Some things need a LOR medium. Moses 

gave the books of the Law that included God 

Himself writing on tablets of stone, giving 

permanence to His spoken Word for all gen-

erations. That written word, however, was 

first in the mind of God, then spoken. After 

recording it in text, God expected it to be 

spoken, listened to, and even sung (Deu. 

32:44). Over time, this gift of God of a text-

print extension of inner speech somehow be-

gan to bear more weight than the message it-

self. Jewish rabbis and elders made meaning 

out of each letter of a word. They invented 

meaning and applications by their own de-

sign to keep the law. The text became more 

important than the One who spoke and the 

message He wanted conveyed. 

The later expansion of the Kingdom into 

what we now call Europe further elevated 

those who could read, write, and explain the 

Word in abstractions and principles. At the 

same time, leaders recognized that the over-

whelming majority of humanity did not read 

or reason that way, as witnessed, for exam-

ple, by things like the Eastern Orthodox 

icons, the Roman Catholic use of the rosary, 

and stained glass in cathedrals and churches 

which functioned as memory tools. 

Enter Gutenberg and the era of the En-

lightenment, which created a deeper value 

for those with “letters” and the universities 

that would emerge to graduate the elite, the 

respected, and the new powerful. Colonial-

ism spread those values worldwide, sup-

pressing the oral cultures and their frame-

works to make them more civilized. “The 

Great Century” of Protestant missions wit-

nessed waves of passionate, self-sacrificing 

missionaries taking the Message to the peo-

ples in Africa and Asia, teaching them how to 

read and write, often in the languages of the 

colonialists. 

The converts were quick learners, master-

ing the languages, ways and means of com-

munication, educational systems, and com-

merce. Western schools, Bible colleges, and 

universities emerged, granting degrees and 

the prestige accompanying these new titles. 

The colonial missionaries freely gave what 

they had to those needing new tools, but they 

came with unintentional consequences. 

Teaching, preaching, evangelism, and leader-

ship development came through LOR lenses. 

Western missions overrode the new disci-

ples’ preference for everything of high 
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orality reliance and forced them into another 

framework, which they passed on to their 

own cultures. The dominant voices drowned 

out the voices of those they came to serve. 

This perpetuated the LOR paradigm that 

now permeates ALL modern Christian mis-

sions regardless of what they may look like 

on the outside. There are some notable ex-

ceptions to the rule. Some may have been 

training semi-literate tribal church planters 

in the interior of India. However, conference 

leaders were often imported (or plagiarized) 

from the West, delivering propositional bul-

let-pointed sermons and lessons to audi-

ences not given a way of processing the 

Word collectively. Missions and denomina-

tions offer leadership training, evangelism 

presentations, bible school, and seminary 

courses organized around principles and 

outlines just like previous generations, and 

the cycle goes on unbroken. 

Further, the overwhelming majority of 

Christian curricula originate from very LOR 

designers (just the use of these terms should 

sound an alarm). Even our Bible storying 

methods that most would consider HOR are 

rooted in LOR principles and methods. Radio 

and other media are often simply LOR mes-

sages recorded and broadcast with the as-

sumption that we bridged the orality gap. 

Why? People from "lettered” cultures be-

come so oriented to our newly fitted LOR 

goggles that they do not see the world like 

the Oral Majority. To work among this Oral 

Majority is not merely using a few oral meth-

ods, even great methods like song, drama, 

proverbs, parables, stories, media, etc. It is 

about removing our LOR goggles so that we 

can experience their world and co-design all 

programs, training, and preaching for the 

HOR’s hearts and senses. 

An Operational Definition: The 

Incarnated Model 

Jesus confronted the Jewish elite about the 

message His Father commanded Him to 

speak, and how to say it (Jn. 12:48-49 NLT). 

Our point is that 

communications exponentially 

impact an audience to the 

degree that we follow the 

example set by Christ. 

Using the principles of orality does not guar-

antee transformation, but neglecting those 

principles absolutely inhibits more thorough 

transformation. Suppose God, in Christ, in-

tentionally framed His communication in 

ways and means that bring the highest im-

pact. In that case, we must rethink how we 

communicate. 

As we noted earlier, God exists in three 

persons communicating with one another, 

speaking the world into existence, and then 

communicating multi-modally with His hu-

man children throughout history. His inner 

speech designed the universe and resulted in 

our being. His expressions of that divine in-

ner speech shouted out in creation (the 

heavens declare the glory of God), and His in-

teractions throughout human history 

poured out that inner speech in revelation 

after revelation. How does that relate to 

myth, folklore, and other arts? It is part of His 

model. Luke passed on an account of how Je-

sus operationalized orality in the scene of a 

dinner in the home of Simon the Pharisee 

(Lk. 7:36-50).  

Jesus lived in the region as a Galilean Jew 

and knew all the nuances of that culture, so 

when He ate at Simon’s dinner party, he did 

it in a “reclining position” (Lk. 7:36), leaning 

on one arm, He recognized the impropriety 

of allowing a woman to touch him as she did 

– especially one known as an adulteress (Lk. 

7:37). He spoke and listened in the lan-

guage(s) common to the region as the scene 

unfolded – Hebrew, Aramaic, and probably 

some Greek thrown in since Israel had been 

earlier “Hellenized.” He used the terms eve-

ryone around the table understood and even 

expected. When finally confronting Simon 
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the Pharisee, He used specific terms they all 

understood that struck at the heart of every 

Jew – their jargon (Lk. 7:44-46). Luke calls 

the woman “a sinner,” the greeting (kiss) 

withheld, the “water for my feet” insultingly 

not offered, and His controversial declara-

tion of how sins could be forgiven. 

Note that Jesus practiced all this in the 

home of a Pharisee. No accident. The me-

dium was a fairly small group. He saved this 

kind of message for this place and with the 

right number of people so as not to lose the 

impact. He could have proclaimed it in the 

temple courts with hundreds present (mass 

media) or in the synagogue with 50-75 on-

lookers (collective media). But He chose a 

small group (micro-media), often at other 

times in people’s homes (Peter’s, Matthew’s, 

Mary and Martha’s, Lazarus’s, Zacchaeus’, 

etc.).  

The wealthy Pharisee maybe had twenty 

or thirty dinner guests in his house for a de-

bate with a rabbi. Jesus penetrated the reli-

gious network here in Simon’s circle of 

friends and at other times in temple discus-

sions (Lk. 2:46), private meetings (Jh. 3) and 

dinners like this one, and by doing so, Jesus 

ensured that His Kingdom message would go 

viral throughout their ranks. As He eventu-

ally confronted Simon about the forgiveness 

God wanted to grant, it would be based on 

love, not law. Nestled in the story is the ten-

derness and all-out commitment of this “sin-

ful woman” who spared no expense to honor 

Jesus as her Savior and King. She brought 

with her one of the specialized arts of her day 

– perfuming (Lk 7:37) - which bombarded 

the senses with a fragrance reserved only for 

the wealthy. Some entrepreneurs concocted 

an exotic mixture of expensive spices, 

blended the oils, and sealed it in alabaster. 

The translucent vase was an artwork in it-

self. It all impacted the guests in such a way 

that they could not help but repeat the story 

over and over. To make it memorable, Jesus 

made up a proverb for Simon on the spot: 

“He who loves much is forgiven much. He 

who loves little is forgiven little” (Lk. 7:47). 

We contend that the use of the arts dis-

cussed in this book (myth and folklore in this 

context) reflects the communication pat-

terns of God, as reflected in the mission He 

commanded His Son to fulfill. Therefore, 

when we, as His children, use them, they in-

crease the possibility for transformational 

impact through the power of visual images. 

Roman Catholicism taught people how to 

pray with rosaries and presented the Gospel 

message visually in oral cultures through 

stained glass windows and murals. The 

Protestant Reformers produced new music 

and liturgies. In our educational experiences, 

from sophisticated urban seminaries to the 

“under a tree” grassroots training, who 

taught us or modeled the principles of oral-

ity? Who used the principles in the class-

rooms we sat in? How we learn (the disci-

pline of “memory”) can go beyond telling us 

what we need to know. It can lead students 

to discover “new knowledge” through adult 

learning models using the power of narra-

tive. 

The difference becomes 

INforming versus 

TRANSforming. 

Dedicating more effort toward transmitting 

the message on the wavelengths people pre-

fer to hear and learn is as important as what 

we attempt to communicate. Learning to go 

beyond our acquired ways and means of 

communication poses a steep learning curve, 

so some never consider it, while others deem 

it too overwhelming. 

Integrate the descriptive disciplines mod-

eled by Jesus as a synergistic whole. Remem-

ber, orality is a framework – a schema, a total 

system that works together. Neglecting any 

one aspect decreases impact. Using the 

whole system multiplies impact. These disci-

plines also relate to professional or academic 

practices: culture (anthropology and espe-

cially worldview), language (linguistics ), lit-

eracies (reading/writing/comprehension, 
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numeracies, sign, etc.), networks (the path a 

message takes to go farthest the fastest), 

memory (appropriate mnemonic devices, 

learning theories, long or short term 

memory), the arts (packaging the message to 

touch the heart using all senses), and media 

(mass, collective, small, social, digital) all 

leading to the highest form of communica-

tion. - interpersonal with The Living Word. 

Jesus deemed it necessary to use them all so 

that we might know Him. How can we not 

follow his example? 

Present-day formal and non-

formal education struggles to 

teach and model higher orality 

reliance principles and 

methods. 

From the bible schools in rural Kenya to the 

house churches of China, our teaching mod-

els remain strongly LOR. The Enlightenment 

idealization of textuality, literacy, and read-

ing in higher education still dominates com-

munication and education models and deval-

ues all we associate with orality. This means 

building HOR training paradigms like oral bi-

ble schools and training organizations capi-

talizing on the arts. Some churches work 

among the emerging digit-oral generations, 

but more are needed. How about oral Bible 

schools that teach a narrative theology deliv-

ered through Bible narratives and grounded 

texts, songs, and regional wisdom, “oral liter-

ature.” 

We can discover the path back to the 

power of orality. The discussions of myth 

and folktales that comprise the bulk of this 

book will demonstrate the crucial im-

portance of these forms of communication in 

Northeast India and will help build stronger 

foundations of communicating truth so that 

others can multiply their work. God will 

bless the works of our hands when the work 

is called into existence through fervent 

prayer, using His design, completed by His 

power through His servants, for His glory. He 

preserved His thoughts and expressions for 

all time (until time shall be no more) through 

the art of textual expression SO THAT it 

could be HEARD and sensorial experienced 

throughout all generations as a witness to 

His great and glorious deeds. 

I will open my mouth with a parable; I 
will utter hidden things, things from of 
old—things we have heard and known, 
things our ancestors have told us. We 
will not hide them from their descend-
ants, we will tell the next generation the 
praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his 
power, and the wonders he has done. 
He decreed statutes for Jacob and estab-
lished the law in Israel, which he com-
manded our ancestors to teach their 
children, so the next generation would 
know them, even the children yet to be 
born, and they in turn would tell their 
children. Then they would put their 
trust in God and would not forget his 
deeds but would keep his commands. 
(Ps. 78:2-7, NIV) 
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Using Oral Pedagogies to Improve 
Training Efficacy 
Daniel Baker 

Abstract: In this article, I detail my journey using ethnoscopic research to critique and improve 
the pedagogies typically employed in cross-cultural missions training. I use oral-based tools to 

present a highly efficacious discipleship strategy blueprint. These oral pedagogies are strong con-

tenders for use among any global audience, not only those from the global south. This study fo-

cuses on the From the Nations to the Nations conference held in September of 2023 as the basis 

for improving cross-cultural training content and strategy. The study findings hold significance 

for reshaping training conferences and other teaching contexts. 

Keywords: contextualization, discipleship, ethnoscopy, pedagogy, training 

Orality reliance level: Very low orality reliance       

his case study examines the efficacy of a 

missions training conference, From the 

Nations to the Nations (FNTN), held in At-

lanta, Georgia, in September 2023. My aim 

here is to analyze the training and suggest 

how oral pedagogies might improve the effi-

cacy of the conference in terms of its desired 

outcomes and outputs. The conference is un-

likely to repeat with an identical pattern. 

However, the theoretical remodeling sugges-

tions here might pave the way to shape fu-

ture conferences and training content. 

The Unused Lens 

Recent findings regarding orality reliance 

show that virtually any audience we gather 

consists mainly of oral learners (Lovejoy, 

2012). The term oral learners historically 

contrasted people who preferred oral com-

munication to those with print-text orienta-

tion. This limitation of the field of orality is 

now changing. I will refer to oral and print 

learners as high orality reliant (HOR) and low 

orality reliant (LOR), respectively. HOR and 

LOR describe a continuum. The Global Oral-

ity Mapping Project (https://gomap.pro) is a 

tool created for cross-cultural workers to see 

where people fall between those two poles 

more clearly and to help them develop better 

strategies for effective communication. Re-

search estimates the overall percentage of 

HOR people worldwide now and over the 

last 400 as 80% (Lovejoy, 2012, p. 21), 

including North American audiences (OECD 

and Statistics Canada, 2000, pp. 17–18). De-

spite these apparent preferences for oral 

tools and strategies, training methods within 

many Western Christian communities con-

tinue to be LOR. This tendency also perme-

ates the pedagogies of the FNTN conference. 

What does this imply if most of those gath-

ered as our global audience are HOR? How 

can we reboot our teaching and communica-

tion considering their needs over our 

learned LOR teaching principles and meth-

ods? What will make it more suitable and ef-

fective? 

In this article, we address questions that 

demand our focus by utilizing the four lenses 

of ethnoscopic analysis (cultural, scriptural, 

missiological, and educational) proposed by 

Lynn Thigpen (2023a). We look at those who 

attended the conference since they are a mi-

crocosm of many other Christian training 

and teaching efforts. The seven subjects ad-

dressed over the weekend conference serve 

as the educational content to improve 

through the findings of our ethnoscopic re-

search. 

Cultural Lens 

When thinking about the FNTN audience and 

how we can best equip them for cross-cul-

tural ministry, an important cultural fact is 

that most people are HOR. Lovejoy (2012) 

T 

https://gomap.pro/


 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 29 

confirmed the previous estimates of orality 

researchers, saying, 

If there are four billion adults, 950 mil-
lion children birth to 7 years of age, and 
760 million children ages 8 to 14 with 
basic or below basic literacy, then 5.7 
billion people in the world are oral com-
municators because either they are illit-
erate or their reading comprehension is 
inadequate. That is over 80% of the 
world’s total population (pp. 28-29). 

This staggering figure is difficult for us to 

wrap our minds around. Suppose Lovejoy’s 

well-researched estimate is to be trusted. In 

that case, four out of five people we encoun-

ter will be HOR in their communication and 

learning. 

We also must consider how the leadership 

of the FNTN conference and the churches 

constituting those in attendance typically 

handle teaching and communication. The 

training pedagogies of Western churches are 

well known for being LOR (Madinger, 2023). 

Some churches use Bible studies, which can 

take on more communal and oral forms. 

However, many of these studies still depend 

on textuality and are strictly guided or in-

formed by an individual leader. The point re-

mains - if a person enters any church in the 

United States on a Sunday, you will almost 

certainly find teaching that is didactic, prop-

ositional, abstract, and delivered in lecture 

form. 

This trend is also true of the FNTN confer-

ence, and the pedagogy of lecture made up 

62.5% of the delivery of training content (an 

additional 12.5% was a narrative preaching 

hybrid). Leaders made allowance for ques-

tions and answers at the end of each session. 

A specific time was set aside for an extended 

discussion in small groups. However, ab-

stract informative lectures from the expert 

remained the dominant training method. 

There was one outlier that I was privileged 

to include in the program for FNTN this year 

- one introductory session on Biblical story-

telling. We did not use any notes or written 

material. Although everyone found this 

novel experience quite nerve-racking, they 

all learned the story. They could accurately 

retell it within the allotted hour! 

Considering these two cultural data 

points, the audience’s oral needs, and the 

typically employed pedagogies in the FNTN 

conference setting, we must ask, are we 

training our audiences using the most effec-

tive tools and strategies? To help us answer 

this question further, we now explore the 

Scriptural lens. 

Scriptural Lens  

In Matthew 28:18-20 (English Standard Ver-

sion Bible, 2001), we read the following fa-

mous words of Jesus, 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. Go therefore and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have com-
manded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” 

This passage works as a helpful job descrip-

tion for missional communities. Jesus calls us 

to go out and make disciples of all nations. If 

we do that, we must ask two essential ques-

tions about our target audiences: (1) how 

can we communicate with them most effec-

tively? and (2) how can we teach them most 

effectively? 

As we look to the Scriptures, we have a 

magnificent example of a communicator and 

teacher who worked among HOR audiences 

– Jesus! The best question is, “How did Jesus 

teach, communicate, and ultimately make 

disciples?” Here are just a few examples: 

• Jesus often taught using stories and para-

bles (Luke 15). 

• He constantly used questions as teaching 

tools (Luke 10:25-28, Matthew 16:15). 

• Jesus collected people and taught in an in-

teractive community (Matthew 10:1-15). 

• He combined demonstration with his 

teachings (Mark 2:1-12). 
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• Jesus employed close mentorship and dis-

cipled disciples who would go and make 

disciples (Matthew 26:36-46). 

•  He taught using memorable word pic-

tures and poetically framed teaching 

(Matthew 7). 

Jesus accomplished all of this teaching and 

discipleship without using notes or text! He 

did this because he wanted to train his audi-

ence using the effective medium and mode 

for their learning and to equip them to repro-

duce that process among many others after 

them. 

It is worth looking at an example of the 

teaching of Jesus more closely to drive home 

what we are learning about the model he has 

set for us to follow. In Matthew chapter five, 

we find a great example of the tools Jesus ap-

plied in his teaching. Matthew 5:1-6 (New In-

ternational Version, 2011) says, 

Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he 
went up on a mountainside and sat 
down. His disciples came to him, and he 
began to teach them. He said: “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those 
who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they will in-
herit the earth. Blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they will be filled.” 

In his teaching, Jesus utilizes oral teaching 

methods. He uses repetition and mnemonic 

devices because he intended his teaching to 

be easily remembered by his primarily oral 

audience. Additionally, we see Jesus teaching 

specifically to their real-life world and felt 

needs. We could echo his teaching by saying, 

“Blessed are the disenfranchised.” Even the 

concepts he teaches about appear shaped 

comprehensibly and easily applicable to the 

lives of his hearers. 

Missiological Lens  

Moving from a cultural and scriptural per-

spective, we now look through the missio-
logical lens (Thigpen, 2023a). Here we re-

member the objective of the FNTN 

conference: equip audiences for cross-cul-

tural mission. Considering this, we must ask, 

“Are we being as effective and reproducible 

in our model as possible? If not, what can we 

do differently?” 

When people catch the significance of 

orality, they naturally think, “This is all about 

communication!” Thus, they make changes 

in the medium of their communications. In-

stead of being text-based, they might begin 

to record teachings in audio format and dis-

tribute them in place of written materials. It 

represents a step in the right direction; how-

ever, the challenge persists because the logic 

set and cultural foundation shaping the de-

velopment of the audibly communicated 

teaching still rely heavily on textuality, influ-

encing its structure, thought progression, 

and form. 

Orality is much broader than just commu-

nication. At the very least, our teaching and 

discipleship must address three Cs of orality: 

conceptualization, culture, and communica-

tion. We must ask, “What does a conceptual 

shift toward orality look like?” and “What 

does a culture shift toward orality resem-

ble?” in addition to questions of communica-

tion. We need a total shift in our conceptual-

ization and, in many ways, our discipleship 

culture to understand orality and effectively 

equip HOR people for missions. We must ad-

dress several key socio-cognitive differences 

between orality and textuality. I can provide 

only brief examples here. 

First, textuality tends to favor individual-

ism, and orality tends to favor collectivism or 

communality (Ong & Hartley, 2012). Due to 

the development of mass textuality, books 

became readily available, leading to their use 

primarily in an individualistic way, espe-

cially when consumed for learning. It im-

pacts the way we think and act. In contrast, 

HOR nearly always requires communal in-

teraction. HOR audiences will not respond 

well to teaching when we structure learning 

as an individual activity. 
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Second, textuality gives as much infor-

mation as possible, while orality tends to re-

dundancy (Ong & Hartley, 2012). A book can 

contain a significant amount of data; once in-

formation is conveyed, repetition is unneces-

sary. However, orality is redundant because 

people only know what they can remember. 

Therefore, what is most important gets re-

peated many times. 

Third, textuality tends toward abstrac-

tions, and orality tends toward being situa-

tional (Ong & Hartley, 2012). Textuality 

trains its users to handle large combinations 

of ideas. Textual thinking and behavior tend 

to function like a book – we move quickly 

from subject to subject to subject. This orien-

tation towards abstract allows individuals to 

pull pieces of data or information from many 

different reservoirs to compose proposi-

tional thoughts, which can then be struc-

tured, developed, and stored using textual 

tools. On the other hand, oral thinking is very 

situational. Oral learning and communica-

tion happen in the real-world context of the 

audience. The necessary knowledge is re-

lated to immediate and practical needs. In-

formation that cannot be applied is lost, as it 

will be ignored or forgotten. 

This description of the socio-cognitive dif-

ferences between orality and textuality is in-

complete. However, these three characteris-

tics should help us understand the need for 

our missiological thinking to consider 

communication and socio-cognitive differ-

ences in conceptualization and culture that 

influence the pedagogies used in our training 

strategies. 

Educational Lens and Proposed 

Training Program for FNTN 

So far in this paper, we have described the 

audience of the FNTN conference, whom we 

have determined to be HOR. We have sought 

to understand them as an audience using the 

cultural, scriptural, and missional lenses of 

ethnoscopy (Thigpen, 2023a). We explored 

what we understand of their learning and 

communication styles and have seen that the 

pedagogies and philosophy of training for 

FNTN do not align with them as well as we 

would hope. Reflecting on what the scrip-

tures teach us regarding the pattern of how 

Jesus taught and discipled, I believe we 

should be firmly convinced of the need to 

transform our teaching and communication 

to be more suitable and effective in the light 

of the needs of our audience. We have fur-

ther supported this conclusion through our 

missiological exploration of the three Cs and 

their implications for developing and utiliz-

ing a new training strategy. 

Let us use our discovery and develop a 

new potential training program to help think 

through how we can utilize oral pedagogies 

(Thigpen, 2023b). The seven subjects at the 

2023 conference, as listed in Table 1, will be 

the basis for improving educational content.

 

# Session Title Pedagogies Utilized 
1 The Big Story and Mission of God Through 

the Bible 
Narrative preaching 

2 Worldview and Cultural Diversity Lecture 
3 The Priority of the Unreached (UPGs) Lecture 
4 Harnessing Orality Lecture 
5 Biblical Storytelling Workshop Storytelling, modeling, group discussion 
6 Where do we go from here?  Lecture, group discussion 
7 Jesus the Great Apostle Lecture 

Table 1: FNTN 2023 Session Titles and Selected Pedagogies 
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The table reveals that over two-thirds of the 

training for the FNTN conference utilized 

lecture as the pedagogy of choice. In Table 2 

below, I will suggest a new program outline 

utilizing oral pedagogies in response to the 

study results. 

The Big Story and the Mission of God 

Through the Bible  

The first conference session utilized narra-

tive preaching and helped our audience 

grasp our missional calling by telling the Big 

Story of the Scriptures. However, it was still 

demonstrative of a didactic philosophy be-

cause information flowed unilaterally with-

out feedback or interaction. How can we im-

prove the session to be more effective with 

the audience? 

Once we tell the story, we could utilize the 

pedagogy of “communal dialogue” (Thigpen, 

2023b) pedagogy by breaking into groups 

for discussion. Once the discussion has taken 

place, we can utilize the pedagogy of “eth-

nodoxology” (Thigpen, 2023b). Each small 

group could work together to compose a 

song based on the primary themes from the 

story and discussion that were particularly 

impactful to them. 

Worldview and Cultural Diversity 

The second session aimed to answer four 

primary questions: (1) “What is culture?”, 

(2) “What is worldview?”, (3) “How do the 

stories we hear and tell impact our 

worldview?” and (4) “How does our 

worldview in turn impact our cultures?” In-

stead of solely communicating through lec-

ture-based, we could divide this session into 

four segments anchored around these ques-

tions. We can begin with a micro-lecture in-

troducing the question and key information. 

After this, we can have a pre-selected indi-

vidual share their story/testimony related to 

the question (i.e., What is my culture like? 

What are the major stories I grew up believ-

ing?). After the sharing, we will move di-
rectly into discussion groups to answer our 

four questions further using communal dia-

logue. 

Once they finish this discussion, we can 

utilize the pedagogy of “aesthetics” (Thig-

pen, 2023b) to further solidify the learning 

for participants by allowing them to use 

what they have learned. Each discussion 

group will work together to complete a ban-

ner that illustrates pictorially the key lessons 

from the session. Once they complete the 

banner, they will work as a group to provide 

an interpretation of what they have pro-

duced to the other conference attendees. 

The Priority of the Unreached  

Our third session focused on the missionary 

heart of Paul, as seen in Romans 15. In this 

passage, Paul makes several astonishing 

claims that have massive implications for a 

biblical understanding of mission. He claims 

that he has fully preached the gospel “from 

Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum” 

(English Standard Version Bible, 2001, Ro-

mans 15:19) and that it is his “ambition to 

preach the gospel where Christ was not 

known” (New International Version, 2011, 

Romans 15:20), and that “there is no more 

place for [him] to work” (New International 

Version, 2011, Romans 15:23) in the regions 

he had been ministering. This passage repre-

sents an important message for the church – 

that there is a priority taught in the scrip-

tures to reach the unreached with the gospel. 

Paul seemed satisfied with the churches he 

had helped plant and foster, and he was con-

vinced that they would continue propagating 

the gospel in his absence. 

We could teach this topic effectively by pub-

licly reading and reflecting on Romans 

15:23-33 before moving to a short lecture. 

Once the teacher helped draw out the theme, 

we could split into groups and work on 

memorizing the key verses in this passage. 

After a time dedicated to memorization and 

reflection, the groups could work together to 

prepare a short “missionary creed” (Thig-

pen, 2023b) or statement about our commit-

ments to this missionary calling to the un-

reached. To cap off the time, we could finish 

with a prayer time for specific unreached 

people groups. 
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Harnessing Orality 

For our fourth session, I explored the topic of 

orality and how we can learn to harness its 

power to make disciples. I began by sharing 

a story about a teacher who had come to 

teach in a rural area in Oman but unfortu-

nately learned Arabic instead of Jebali, which 

was the spoken language of that remote area. 

My lesson was that we need to step back and 

relearn our teaching and communication 

methods to be effective with our oral audi-

ences. 

After sharing my initial story, I lectured 

about how we define orality, its examples 

around us in the world, how the church has 

primarily disregarded orality and has in-

stead preferred textual strategies and tools, 

and how if we want to teach like Jesus and be 

effective with our audiences, we need to 

begin using an oral approach. 

Instead of teaching purely through lec-

tures, groups could work together to develop 

a definition of orality. Then, the group could 

discuss and provide their examples of orality 

in combination with those examples pro-

vided by the teacher. Once participants 

firmly grasped the idea of orality, we could 

listen to several stories about Jesus and his 

disciples, which demonstrated oral pedagog-

ies and philosophies. After discussing these 

stories, groups can do an “aesthetics” (Thig-

pen, 2023b) activity. Each group could work 

together to compose a drama of a story Jesus 

told that helped them understand an oral 

teaching approach.  

Biblical Storytelling Workshop 

Our fifth session taught us the story of Jesus 

healing the Gadarene demoniac (Mark 5:1-

20). First, a storyteller shared the story. Af-

ter the first telling, the group was led 

through several questions about the story to 

help solidify the scenes of the story in their 

minds. Once finished with these initial ques-

tions, the story was told a second time by the 

storyteller. After this second hearing, the au-

dience broke into groups of three to each 

practice telling the story from beginning to 

finish the best they could. The two who lis-

tened in the group would give feedback at 

the end of each telling. Once the groups had 

learned the story, they discussed preformu-

lated questions to help them think about 

what the story teaches. 

We would likely teach this session simi-

larly as it is an excellent way of utilizing the 

pedagogy of “modeling” (Thigpen, 2023b); 

however, we could employ a few additional 

pedagogies. First, this session is an excellent 

opportunity to coach and mentor partici-

pants in their storytelling. After completing 

each performance in the groups, a mentor 

could be present to provide more experi-

enced feedback. In addition to this coaching, 

we could again utilize aesthetics (Thigpen, 

2023b). When done with their storytelling 

activities, the groups could work together to 

develop a dance or a drama that reinforces 

their learning. 

Where do we go from here?  

In the sixth session, we spent around thirty 

minutes recapping learning from the week-

end before explaining potential ways the au-

dience could take the following steps in their 

training and engagement with missions. Af-

ter this, we had a time of questions and an-

swers for the whole group to discuss details 

about our available programs and the practi-

cal steps involved in preparing to go to other 

nations. We ended the session by breaking 

into groups of five and sharing what God had 

been speaking to us throughout the confer-

ence, including any resolutions made. 

We designed this session for the training, 

and it does not require significant changes. 

However, it might help to shorten the lecture 

time, even though it was practical, and po-

tentially to combine the question-and-an-

swer time as we moved through the lecture’s 

subjects. Additionally, make mentors or 

coaches available at each table during the 

breakout discussions. They then facilitate 

the practical aspects of the next steps for 

people to take.  



 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 34 

Jesus the Great Apostle 

Our last session was a lecture on Jesus as the 

Great Apostle. The lesson aimed to help us 

see Jesus as the ultimate model of an apostle 

or a “sent one.” We are all called to imitate 

Christ in his obedience to be sent to people 

who need salvation. Our aim must be to let 

Christ shape our lives, and part of this means 

going to those who have not yet heard the 

gospel. 

This session was delivered as a narrative-

preaching hybrid, and I think it was appro-

priate for the conference’s aim. In addition to 

this teaching time, we must think about 

pulling the conference attendees into a more 

profound experience of the lesson we aim to 

communicate. I believe one way of doing this 

would be to conclude the whole conference 

with a time utilizing “ethnodoxology” (Thig-

pen, 2023b). The audience could break into 

groups and work together to develop songs 

embodying this message (of Jesus as the 

Great Apostle) and communicate other key 

missional themes throughout the confer-

ence. Once these songs have been created, 

the entire group can perform them. 

 

 

# Session Title Pedagogies Utilized & Allotted Time 
1 The Big Story and Mission of God 

Through the Bible 
Narrative preaching (30 min), communal dia-
logue (45 min), ethnodoxology (45 min) 

2 Worldview and Cultural Diversity Micro-lecture (5 min), testimony (5 min), com-
munal dialogue (5 min) X4 – aesthetics (30 
min) 

3 The Priority of the Unreached (UPGs) Public reading of Scripture (5 min), lecture (15 
min), memorization (25 min), creed (25 min), 
prayer (20 min) 

4 Harnessing Orality Storytelling (20 min), communal dialogue (30), 
drama (40 min) 

5 Biblical Storytelling Workshop Storytelling and modeling (30 min), group dis-
cussion and coaching (30 min), drama/dance 
(30 min) 

6 Where do we go from here?  Micro-lecture and Q&A (30 min), group discus-
sion and coaching (60 min) 

7 Jesus the Great Apostle Narrative-preaching (30 min), ethnodoxology 
(45 minutes), thanksgiving and prayer (15 
min) 

Table 2: Session Titles and Utilization of Signature Pedagogies 

 

Conclusion 

Our aim has been to utilize the findings pro-

duced through the four lenses of ethnoscopic 

analysis to inform potential pedagogical 

changes for delivering our training content 

at the FNTN conference. Table 2 summarizes 

the discussion of the seven training sessions 

above with the suggested activity and deliv-

ery changes necessary to act on what we 

have learned about our audience’s need for 

oral-based approaches to communication 

and teaching. Now is the time to begin mak-

ing disciples based on the 

needs of the audiences we are 

discipling and the unreached 

people to whom they will be 

sent, rather than relying on 

the preferences of text-based 

trained leaders.

Click here 
to comment and 
interact with 
the community. 
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C A S E  S T U D I E S  

My Journey Towards an Effective 
Orality Journey 
Ruth Hidalgo de Robinson 

Abstract: This report by Ruth Hidalgo de Robinson, a teacher turned missionary, chronicles her 

challenges and successes in teaching indigenous peoples along the Ucayali River in the Amazon 

of Peru. Facing initial setbacks, Ruth sought training in orality methods from organizations like 

New Tribes Mission and Scriptures In Use. Partnering with Development Associates Interna-

tional, she adapted discipleship materials for the Shipibo culture, transforming indigenous com-

munities with organized churches and empowered servant leaders. 

Keywords: discipleship, indigenous, Peru, training 

Orality reliance level: Low orality reliance      

 am Ruth Hidalgo de Robinson, a teacher 

by profession. When God called me to 

work with the indigenous peoples along the 

Ucayali River in the Amazon of Peru, I 

thought I was ready to teach because I was a 

professional educator, knew the Bible, and 

knew the teaching techniques very well. I 

thought it was a good opportunity to share 

my Bible knowledge and experience making 

disciples with people in the jungle. 

The First Attempt 

My first attempt was a mess. The indigenous 

students initially seemed interested, but as I 

was teaching, I saw them looking confused; 

when I asked them to review what I had 

taught, they did not remember, and I was very 

disappointed. I realized that I needed help. I 

asked many missionaries around my city in 

the jungle, knowing there were missionaries 

from organizations like Wycliffe who had 

worked for many years in the jungle; others – 

like the Swiss mission – were doing disciple-

ship. I knocked at their doors, asking, 

“Please, how do you do this work with the in-

digenous so I can be more effective?” I at-

tended many meetings, where I learned about 

a missionary named Pedro Hocking, who ex-

plained orality and the materials used by New 

Tribes Mission with indigenous living in re-

mote communities. He told me about the the-

ological and chronological teaching of the Bi-

ble. 

Working Among Others 

Pedro had grown up as the son of missionar-

ies among the people group I was trying to 

teach, the Shipibo, who are not 100% oral; 

they can read and write. I knew I needed to 

receive this training. However, New Tribes 

was using the material to train indigenous 

people, not mestizos like me. By God’s mercy, 

I found another organization, Scriptures In 

Use. I received Orality training from SIU. 

They followed my ministry and helped me as 

I began to use their method for discipleship. 

I quickly learned I could not do the work 

alone; I invited others to learn how to work 

with the indigenous. We learned and worked 

I 
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together to use the material among the Shipibo 

people. The experience using SIU’s Bridges ma-

terial was phenomenal. While teaching the Bi-

ble through its stories connected to their way 

of thinking and learning, they began to grow 

in their understanding of the gospel. 

Wycliffe had learned the Shipibo language, 

and they created an alphabet. They taught 

the speakers how to read and write so they 

could have a written New Testament in their 

own language. When I began working with 

the Shipibo, they had already been reached 

with the gospel for sixty years. However, 

their outreach and discipleship were not 

growing. When missionaries arrived, they 

were excited; when missionaries left the vil-

lage, the people would return to their cul-

tural beliefs and lifestyles. 

When we began working in their villages, 

we came with the assumption that they were 

believers. We did not need to preach salva-

tion; we focused on discipleship, 

understanding, and living what they had 

come to accept as good news. We began by 

teaching the forty stories from the Old Testa-

ment as the historical background to the 

New Testament. As they learned and ma-

tured in their Bible knowledge, we realized 

they needed spiritually healthy leadership. 

Partnership with DAI 

At this time, we discovered Development As-

sociates International (DAI). We began to 

partner with DAI and their Servant Leader 

program. We quickly learned that the mate-

rial, although very good, was designed more 

for city people. However, the principles were 

very important for the Shipibo churches. We 

decided there was a need to translate and 

adapt it for an oral Shipibo culture. We used 

pictures, music, and drama to help the stu-

dents learn the stories and principles. We 

chose two Shipibo students who knew Span-

ish and Shipibo very well. We sent them to 

Lima, Peru’s capital, to study translation. 

They studied for two years, and we began 

producing materials to train indigenous stu-

dents. 

I am excited to see significant changes 

from our first visits to their village. The 

churches are organized, have 

their own servant leaders, 

and send their missionaries 

to other Shipibo villages and 

other indigenous cultures, 

training and teaching what 

they have received for the 

glory of God.
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Orality and its Impact on the 
Development of Servant Leaders in 
Southern Mexico 
Esau Aguilar 

Abstract: Exploring the oral influence on Christ’s teachings reveals effective and creative orality 

methods for training servant leaders. Jesus used narrative stories, parables, and rural illustra-

tions, embracing the tradition of orality in Jewish culture. Inspired by this, we implemented semi-

oral methods in leadership workshops with the Mayan community in Quintana Roo, Mexico. Strat-

egies included storytelling, indigenous context-based activities, visual images, and music. The 

success of this semi-oral approach underscores orality as a tool for developing servant leaders in 

indigenous and rural contexts, aligning with Christ’s transformative ministry. 

Keywords: Mexico, orality, servant leadership 

Orality reliance level: Low orality reliance      

ow was the oral influence on the teach-

ings of Christ? Is orality effective and 

creative for training and developing servant 

leaders? 

The primary reference to orality is found 

in the Word of God, since throughout the Old 

and New Testaments, the revelation of God 

was delivered to man, among others, 

through narrative stories, letters, and poetry 

containing great eternal truths. We can also 

see in the Bible that the Lord Jesus Christ 

used orality to carry out his earthly ministry, 

including training, discipleship, and people 

development. The Lord Jesus, constantly sur-

rounded by all kinds of people, knew his au-

dience very well. Therefore, he used rural il-

lustrations of social events such as a wed-

ding, some family stories, and parables in his 

teachings. Sometimes, he did these illustra-

tions orally, and other times, he referred to 

the scriptures. 

“That day Jesus left the house and sat by 

the sea. And he was joined by many people; 

and when he got into the boat, he sat down, 

and all the people were on the beach. And he 

spoke many things to them in parables” (Mt. 

13:1-3, NASB). In the passage, we can ob-

serve that our Lord Jesus based his way of 

teaching on the tradition of orality that was 

already present in Jewish culture for the for-

mation of His disciples. As Bailey (1991) 

mentioned, “It is inevitable that the person 

interpreting the New Testament presup-

poses one or another the understanding of 
oral tradition. The pedagogy of rabbinical 

schools was a well-known, formal method of 

transmitting tradition” (p. 1). This fact is 

worth learning since, as facilitators, we must 

know our participants well, know and ex-

plore the context in which we develop our 

workshops, and be creative in including di-

verse learning elements.  
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Inspired by the oral model of Jesus, we 

want to present some methods of semi-oral-

ity that we have implemented in some lead-

ership workshops that we have carried out 

with the Mayan community in Quintana Roo, 

Mexico. 

Building Creative and Effective 

Oral Communication Bridges 

The first time I visited the Mayan community 

was in 2017. I went there in the company of 

a colleague and friend. At the end of this visit, 

we both talked and felt we had not commu-

nicated effectively with the participants. It 

concerned me, and when I returned home, I 

continued thinking, and I said, “Lord, there 

must be a way to train these leaders in their 

style and not ours.”  

I believed that this work for the Mayan 

community had just begun. Many times, I 

wished to return to the Mayan community. 

But in my heart. I thought I could not teach 

without material produced for an urban cul-

ture. It had to be a workshop designed with 

key learning elements so that they could 

make a communication bridge within the 

sphere of indigenous and rural culture. 

In September 2020, we returned to the 

Mayan community. We began testing two 

sessions from the course Servant Leadership 

in a semi-oral format. Ruth Robbinson and 

her team at Development Associates Inter-

national (DAI) Peru had adapted this to facil-

itate rural and indigenous culture. It was ex-

citing since it was the first time we would 

test this material in Mexico. We had to re-

learn our way of facilitating, which we were 

very willing to do, and be able to enter a cul-

ture and train others according to its meth-

ods and not according to ours. 

As DAI ministry, we value and practice 

teamwork, and the first thing we developed 

was a local team with whom I could support. 

I also had the intention of developing them 

as facilitators. At the same time, they would 

prove that God can use their lives to serve 

their indigenous community. 

The team members were: Pastor José Ma-

nuel Santi- ago, facilitator and visual aids co-

ordinator, and Fernando Poot, who was a 

translator from Spanish to Mayan and from 

Mayan to Spanish and was also a small-

group adviser during the workshops. It re-

quired us to have meetings before, during, 

and after each workshop for coordination 

and evaluation. 

The oral methods we included in the 

workshop sessions were stories (case stud-

ies) for the participants’ dramatization. We 

also included icebreaker dynamics with ob-

jects or crafts carried out in the indigenous 

context (for example, hunter, guardian, fish-

erman, artisan). With these elements, the 

participants could associate learning with 

trades, objects, and situations that only hap-

pen in their indigenous context. 

One of the things that the participants 

from indigenous cultures enjoy the most is 

teamwork. It is a reflection of their social in-

teraction with- in their communities. They 

are always interacting with each other and 

have constantly mentioned that learning is 

better as a community than individually. So, 

during our workshops, we carried out vari-

ous activities in small groups, from discuss-

ing and finding biblical applications together 
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to performing dramas applying what we 

learned. 

Another effective communication bridge 

in the indigenous context is visual images. 

They help to reinforce the part that has been 

explained orally; there is a relationship be-

tween what was learned and what is graph-

ically faced. One participant said: “I remem-

ber the image of the log submerged in the 

water, and that this represents what we can-

not see: everything that a person is, there is 

a part of him that is hidden and another part 

that we can see.” 

Music is an important piece that cannot be 

missed in a workshop or training. Indige-

nous and oral cultures must start with praise 

and adoration before each activity. Not doing 

this would offend them, but we did not want 

to impose our worship on the Spanish. So I 

asked our brother Marcelino to help us sing 

praises in the Mayan language, which he 

happily did, and this brought a lot of joy and 

connection between the participants and the 

presence of God before starting each training 

session. 

Orality is a tool and an art at the same 

time. Moreover, we are sure that the Holy 

Spirit can use this to continue edifying and 

developing servant leaders who can give 

glory to God in their indigenous and rural 

contexts. Our vision and understanding be-

came quite open. As facilitators, we must be 

humble enough to detach ourselves from the 

teaching methods we usually use in urban 

contexts. It is because we cannot impose our 

way of teaching. However, we must discover 

an appropriate method to train each culture, 

each group, and each person. In this way, we 

are reflecting Christ, who used oral and writ-

ten methods to minister to his audience and 

was always interested in reaching the hearts 

of all his 

listeners 

for an inte-

gral trans-

formation.
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r. Chittry is a leader, the Pastor of one 

of the largest church networks in Nepal 

(over 400 churches). He and his wife co-lead 

a church leadership development network 

that has trained 100 of the top 

denominational and church 

network leaders in the coun-

try.  

When I asked him how he 

trains those serving in the re-

mote regions of Nepal, he 

shared various critical aspects 

of their approach. In many of 

their encounters in their train-

ing in most of the places they 

go, food is scarce, and when it 

comes time to eat, his wife will 

say to everyone: 

Don’t be greedy… We un-

derstand why you fill the plate. 

But you will get enough to eat. 

You can go 3 or 4 times. Eat as much as you 

can. We want to feed you. 

When you face this type of poverty and 

malnourishment, often there can be a scar-

city mindset. Dr. Chittry comes alongside, 

coaching and equipping them as they go. 

Sharing further, he says: 

Most of them are dominated by the high 

castes, so they feel undervalued and uncared 

for.  

We bring the issue of how valuable we are 

in the sight of God and why God choose us in 

this time. God will use you and bring glory 

and honor in His Name. 

The Story of Dr. Chittry 

Dr. Chittry was abandoned as a child and left 

malnourished because of a curse placed on 

his life. His older brother had become a 

Christian and rescued him, taking him to a 

missionary who raised him. On the road to 

the missionary orphanage, his brother 

stopped and prayed to God: 

D 
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“My brother is dying, Lord. If 

you revive him, I will commit 

his life to you.” 

The Lord answered the prayer and al-

lowed Dr. Chitrry to live. He committed him-

self to serving the Lord, who saved him from 

the curse of his life. 

Allow peo-

ple to under-

stand con-

cepts 

through ac-

tivities that 
might nor-

mally occur 

in society, 

and it is 

through role-

playing and 

other simula-

tions that 

these ideas 

sync into our 

systems and 

have a longer-lasting impact. This picture il-

lustrates how even children’s play and pro-

gramming impact the lives of adult learners. 

Today, Dr. Chittry has learned sustainabil-

ity and lives from an abundance mindset. He 

takes what God has given him and multiplies 

it by training others to practice ministry 

through sustainable systems: farming, rais-

ing chickens and pigs, etc. On the left is a pic-

ture of Dr. Chittry with his poultry farm. He 

is training local pastors on how to raise and 

keep chickens as a means of sustainable live-

lihood. These practical techniques allow 

those in challenging socioeconomic locations 

around the country to thrive in the midst of 

their ministries. 

Leadership Training 

In taking these leadership lessons to the re-

mote tribes, they often start by playing foot-

ball. The untrained pastors will often say, 

“This is a waste of time or this is a sin.” But, 

it is through play, that pastors learn to go 

deep together and learn in a richer fashion. 

These adult learning techniques 

Part of the leadership training process in-

cludes singing songs. Heart language songs 

grab the attention of the trainees (pastors/ 

church leaders) and sustain them over many 

years. Dr. Chittry and his wife share how 

those they have equipped remember the 

songs long after they have left the villages. 

These songs have spiritual meaning embed-

ded into them and strengthen the teachings 

being offered in ways that are also reproduc-

ible because of how memorable they are. 

For years, Dr. Chittry’s network served 

throughout the country, serving the poorest 

of the poor. This network, extending to some 

400 churches across the country was pre-

pared, as well as could be, to come in and 

serve the community during their darkest 

modern hour like when the earthquake that 

devasted the Nepal that occurred in 2015. 

In that tragic time, Dr. Chittry’s teams, 

along with nearly 100 graduates of A3 be-

yond his network, served in some of the 

toughest hit villages. They developed make-

shift learning venues like the one pictured on 

the right to equip those most impoverished 

with basic needs and spiritual relief. 

Handful of Rice 

As they train up leaders in these remote re-

gions, Dr. Chittry and his wife use “The Hand-

ful of Rice” approach to equip them in gener-

osity. 

Buhfai tham (‘handful of rice’) was started 

in the state of Mizoram in northeast India in 

1910. It is a practice where each family, 

mainly from the Mizo ethnic 

group, puts aside a handful of 

rice every time they cook a 

meal. Later, they gather it and 

offer it to the church. The 

church in turn sells the rice 

and generates income to sup-

port its work. 

Click here 
to comment and 
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This form of leadership training has 

proven enormously successful. They encour-

age leaders to bring a handful of their rice to 

pay forward and help others in ministry. To 

get a glimpse of what they do, see this video 

produced by Generosity Path: 

https://vimeo.com/163251947. 

These practical approaches to leader de-

velopment are enormously helpful to the il-

literate and uneducated, according to Dr. 

Chittry. They are key to reaching these re-

gions for Christ and equipping the commu-

nity leaders to build sustainable lives and 

ministries.
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Abstract: In this insightful interview, Meng Aun Hour from Cambodia shares his country's chal-

lenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly its economic impact. He discusses the strug-

gles of churches, pastors, and communities, emphasizing the vital role of creative orality methods, 

like storytelling, in leadership training. Despite setbacks, the School of Discipleship has grown 

remarkably, planting around 75 churches. Meng highlights the lessons learned, emphasizing 

God’s faithfulness, the importance of patience, and the certainty of His ultimate plan for Cambo-

dia's future. 
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y name is Joe Handley (JH) and I have 

the privilege of serving with Asian Ac-

cess. Today I have the honor of talking with 

my friend Meng Aun Hour (MAH) who is 

from Cambodia and we’re going to hear what 

God is doing in the midst of this pandemic in 

that country. And how he’s working, espe-

cially to develop leaders, because this is a re-

ally challenging season for all of us world-
wide, particularly right now for those who 

live in Asia. 

JH: Wonderful! Let me just start with a 

question about the pandemic, this has been a 

very hard year. Tell us about how Cambodia 

has gone through this pandemic year as a 

country. 

MAH: Yes, our country’s situation from 

February 20 this year was not good. COVID-

19 spread around the Community so badly 

and many people got affected. The whole 

country was placed under lockdown and in-

stitutions like the churches, the schools and 

the markets were closed and the govern-

ment did not allow the people to come out of 

their houses. It is hard to even go out to buy 

food. We were not told ahead of time, the 

whole area was totally locked down right 

away. So we were stuck in the province and 

cannot go back to the city of Phnom Penh for 

about two weeks. 

JH: And the economy has hit the country 

very hard, is that right? 

MAH: Oh that’s right! COVID-19 hit hard 

our economy. One example is a factory 

worker, who is from the countryside, needed 

to rent a room in order to stay close to his 

work. Then when the pan- demic came, the 

factory closed down and the factory worker 

had no money to pay for his rent and for 

food. The workers have no more work, they 

cannot even send money to their families 

back in the countryside. Tourism was hardly 

hit too. In Cambodia, tourism is a big source 

of income for the locals. But when the pan-

demic came there were no more tourists 

coming from Guam and the locals lost their 

sources of income. 

We have what we call weaving factories in 

the area. The factories make clothes to sell in 

the markets, but the markets closed down 

too as well as the factories. So there are no 

income for the factory workers. 

The government cannot help us. They can-

not bring the tourists, they cannot sell the 

clothes and they cannot even help the farm-

ers to provide market for their produce. Our 

produce was usually sold to nearby coun-

tries like Thailand and Vietnam. Because the 

markets are closed, the farmers just threw 

away their produce because no one is buying 
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them and every- one became hungry without 

anything to hope for. 

JH: How have churches and pastors been 

affected by the pandemic? Has anyone died 

as a lot of people faced the COVID-19 pan-

demic themselves as the economy hit the 

churches? 

MAH: Economically everybody was re- 

ally hit by the pandemic, 

most of all, the Church and 

pastors like me, you know. 

We run an orphanage and 

we ran a teaser school for 

street children and the funds 

to operate them are not com-

ing. We needed the money to 

pay for the school salary of 

the staff, and the funds come 

from the offerings of older 

churches. But when they 

closed the Church, the 

church cannot take offerings. 

We call people to worship, 

when the lockdown eased, 

but not many came to wor-

ship onsite 

Many people say that in 

Cambodia, Christianity is only for the poor 

family. Because the rich family may not need 

help from God they do not need help from 

anyone, because they are rich. 

But we know that all people need help and 

it’s basically the path to our Lord Jesus. That 

is why they say Christianity is just only for 

the poor. But we know that the help we need 

is not only financial or physical. We need 

more than that! We need the saving grace of 

the Lord. 

In the school, we have street children who 

go out to the streets collecting recyclable ma-

terials from the garbage and selling them to 

earn money to buy their food just for a day 

or, worse, for a meal. They have to work daily 

for their daily bread. And so when people are 

not going out and stores and factories are 

closed, there will be no garbage. And 

therefore the street dwellers will not have 

anything to eat, will go hungry and die. 

There was a man who used to be our 

church member. He was very much affected 

by COVID-19 in his workplace. Because of 

the pandemic their company had to cut his 

salary up to 70%. This was unacceptable to 

him. His ego said I do not want this to happen 

to me!” So he decided to resign and wait for 

another opportunity to get a job from an-

other company. In the course of waiting he 

was infected with COVID-19 and had to be 

confined in the hospital. 

Thank God his family were tested negative 

from COVID-19 and he was the only one who 

stayed in the hospital, alone without his fam-

ily. However, after another test, all his family 

members were found out to be COVID-19 

positive and eventually all of them found 

themselves confined in the hospital. 

They are members of our community and 

of our church and Bible Study groups. So our 

church sent them some financial help and as-

sistance to help in their hospitalization. Fam-

ilies like them received help from our church 

and I lead them as their pastor. We raised 

funds and gave away almost $1,000.00. We 
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praise God because in our small way, we 

were able to help pastors and their families, 

some neighbors and some school alumnae. 

Our church members, Bible Study mem-

bers and neighbors have suffered tremen-

dously in this pandemic. Lives became risky 

from the virus, people are stressed and wor-

ried due to loss of employment and sources 

of income, most 

people are hun-

gry and afraid. 

But praise God! 

Our church was 

very helpful to 

many and we are 

doing our best to 

help both physi-

cally by providing 

food packs and 

spiritually thru 

prayers and en-

couragement and 

through learning 

God’s Words 

JH: Well that’s 

awesome, thank 

you for setting 

the pace for that 

meeting to tell us 

you’re very in-

volved in helping 

the neediest and developing leaders in your 

area. 

You know you work with Asian Access, 

you work with the United Pastors Fellowship 

and you lead something called the school of 

discipleship how did those programs run 

during the pandemic? How do you keep the 

momentum going?  

MAH: Right now, everything is not the 

same because of COVID-19. People cannot go 

to other places because of the lockdown. We 

can only go to some places with low number 

of COVID-19 cases. 

In order to continue the ministry and the 

leadership trainings, we keep and maintain 

our relationships. This is what we realized. A 

good connection with one another, a good 

relationship with one another keeps us 

growing in the Lord, in our faith, and in our 

fellowship. 

If we are together connected like in a 

string we can do many things. So every time 

we meet we always encourage one another 

and like I told you, we meet every Saturday 

night from 7pm to 

9pm encouraging 

those who attend 

and tell them the 

purpose of our 

meeting, we want 

to encourage eve-

ryone, teach 

about the Words 

of God and enjoy 

the sweet fellow-

ship of being to-

gether despite the 

pandemic. We 

want to bring 

Cambodia for 

Christ. We want 

people to put 

their trust and 

hope in Christ. 

But how can we 

do that? How can 

we achieve that?  

Yes, we need to be united to do our pur-

pose. We want to see that we do it together, 

as an organization and as individuals. We 

need to realize that we can work together! 

We had Ray and many other people in this 

collaboration. We are encouraging them to 

plant the church in every village within our 

region by the year 2030, like in 10 years we 

want to see a Church in every village. 

But right now we are still encouraging 

them through prayers and words of counsel, 

because we cannot go and meet them per-

sonally. We meet via zoom encouraging one 

another and worshipping God together on 

zoom meet- ings regularly. We also pray for 
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one another sharing burdens with one an-

other. 

We also created a prayer line wherein we 

encourage our members to have their prayer 

partners. For those who are close as friends, 

relatives, we encourage them to form ac-

countability partners, to be transparent to 

one another in sharing burdens, hopes and 

actions. With these activities, we divide our 

difficulties and help each other in this time of 

pandemic. 

JH: Well, tell me about the school of disci-

pleship was a creative venture for next level 

leaders. Sometimes leaders that are not as 

well off maybe as senior pastors or leaders 

that might struggle more, how do you reach 

them during COVID-19 or is it even possible 

to reach them? 

MAH: About the school for discipleship, 

we still do the same method that we used 

with the alumni, we are encouraging them 

wherever they are. 

We continue to share the Gospel, continue 

to do mentoring and meeting people if they 

can do some of them we meet in the town, 

some in provinces. But some are mobile and 

still traveling around, and it is difficult to 

meet them personally. 

Every time we meet God’s people, we pray 

for the people in their community. We also 

call them over the phone or use even zoom 

in order to encourage our 

hearts together. But we still 

believe that meeting face to 

face is more effective. But 

there was no way for us to 

meet face to face, and we did 

not know how long shall we 

call each other. Maybe when 

COVID-19 ends. And so we 

just have to wait. Until then 

we know that we have to be 

creative in meeting and talk-

ing with people. We try to be 

strategic and intentional to 

use our time and our re-

sources. 

JH: Speaking of creative 

ways, a few years ago, you 

may remember, I think, in Sin-

gapore, we met with a lady 

named Marlene and she 

talked about creative ways to be teaching in 

the school of disciple- ship or a to use any 

creative means. Like I don’t know dancing or 

drama, or do you know what types of things 

are used to do training. 

MAH: Yes, I think we used to do that. I re-

call storytelling as one of those creative ways 

and that I think we really used a lot to reach 

people who aren’t educated, those who can-

not read and write. People in our country 

were late in going to school because of our 

civil war. Those who experienced the civil 

war and the killing fields grew up without 

going to school. They got married and 

started with their own families without edu-

cation. Just like them, I cannot read and write 

also. 

A lot of people who are living along the 

borders of Cambodia and Vietnam or Cam-

bodia and Thailand are illiterates who can-

not write and cannot read. 
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I think the best way to train them is by tell-

ing them the stories about the Lord Jesus 

through storytelling. And hoping those sto-

ries we told them will be transferred from 

one person to another. 

We have some alumni who are very active. 

I think one pastor, Pastor Pedro, he goes 

around together with his team and they use 

this storytelling to train others. They preach 

using storytelling, they teach the children us-

ing storytelling and they make disciples us-

ing storytelling. 

Yeah, they used what Paul and his team in 

the New Testament to teach a lot of children. 

Children and people in the community come 

and hear their storytelling. And then they ex-

plain what does the stories mean. And this is 

one training strategy we do in the school or 

discipleship. 

JH: When you use that in the school of dis-

cipleship, how do leaders respond to pup-

pets or acting? Do they like it? Or do they just 

fall asleep or how did they respond? 

MAH: I think normally when we tell a 

story, or when we present the new show 

drama or puppetry they are really open to 

listen and to be trained. They are very inter-

ested. But when we do the lecture type or we 

call monologue teaching, they feel sleepy. 

But when we use all types of teaching, it was 

the storytelling that they laugh loudly and in-

teract actively. So I think that is great. 

JH: And, have you seen this grow? Like a 

lot of reproductions? You told me that school 

of disciple- ship started with one group, how 

many groups do you have now, is it five? 

MAH: Yes, now we have five groups, be-

fore we started only with one group in 

Phnom Penh, the capital city. We have five 

groups: one at the Cambodian border with 

Thailand and one at the Cambodian border 

with Laos and another one in the Cambodian 

Graduation in the Discipleship School before 

the pandemic, border with Vietnam and then 

the fifth one in the center of Cambodia. 

JH: And in these groups have you heard of 

stories of the participants becoming better 

leaders? Are they stronger in their churches 

or in their communities? How did your train-

ing influenced their leadership?  

MAH: Oh yes, nine days ago I really heard 

an encouraging report from them, you know. 

Even in this pandemic I saw and heard their 

leadership have grown. They are now doing 

water baptism and they go around and 

preach the Gospel to plant churches. 

I know of a small house church with mem-

bership numbering between 20-30 mem-

bers. Her members are mostly not educated 

from schools. Some cannot read or write. 

They live along the borders. 

But they are not afraid to talk about Jesus 

Christ. They are always excited to do story-

telling to others about the passages in the Bi-

ble. They pray for the sick and they share the 

Words of God with confidence. Many became 

believers, believing in the Lord Jesus Christ 

because they see the salvation, grace and 

goodness of God taking place in the lives of 

these people. 

JH: That is amazing! Do you have any idea 

how many churches may have been planted 

during COVID-19 or how many communities 

like that whole Community came to Christ? 

MAH: Or at least I think around 70 

churches planted. My friend recorded the 

number. He knows exactly, but I think 

around 75 churches that were planted. 

JH: Well, praise the Lord that is awesome 

to hear that story, thank you for sharing 

them to us! I really appreciate you sharing 

those stories that happened during this pan-

demic. I have one last question for you. 

You know, we serve within the Asian Ac-

cess community, and I think our other broth-

ers and sisters may want to hear what you’re 

sharing about what have you learned most 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? What have 

you as a leader learned this past year, what 

has God taught you? 
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MAH: Oh, yes what I learned the most 

right now I think even we are going through 

many difficult times many things are hap-

pening too. 

An unexpected virus like COVID-19 came 

and no one knows why it came this year. No-

body expected this to happen. But praise God 

amidst this pandemic, God is doing many 

things among us! 

We learned from what happened to us in 

the past: the civil war, the killing fields were 

all part of our growth in the faith and as a 

person. We learned faith amidst the difficul-

ties around us. And these experiences made 

us stronger. And the God who brought us out 

of the war and the killing fields will be the 

same God who will bring us out of the pan-

demic. God will be in our present and in our 

future and He will bring us to the place 

where He planned for us. 

So for me, it’s the learning experience. I am 

learning that God is faithful and then he will 

do the impossible, possible. Philippians 1:6 

says, “being confident of this, that He who 

began a good work in you will carry it on to 

completion until the day of Christ Jesus. And 

I really believe in His promise. 

And God also taught me another thing not 

only about God’s faithfulness but also about 

how to wait for Him and to be patient. Many 

times I want to go around and visit people. 

As you know, my nature is I want to see the 

people, talk with people, laugh with them 

like that. But now I cannot do those things so 

I had to learn to adjust myself to the situa-

tion. Being patient and waiting for God to 

handle everything going on, we really 

An illustration of using puppetry for leadership training from Cambodia by Quan Chu. 
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believe that God is in control. He has always 

the perfect time and plan for us. 

JH: That is awesome! Thank you so much 

for sharing! May I pray for you and Cambo-

dia! 

MAH: Please do it! Thank you, thank you. 

JH: Father what a joy it is to be with my 

friends, today I pray your favor upon Meng 

and Roddy and Woodley his daughter. I pray 

you will continue to use him powerfully for 

your namesake we do pray for Sophie and 

his family who have faced and fought COVID-

19 closely. 

Lord, I pray you would bring healing to 

their family and take care of them we pray 

for the Church of Cambodia that’s been so 

devastatingly hit by this pandemic. May you 

provide for each and every one. May you pro-

tect them all! And Lord we’re inspired today 

by what you’re doing even though there’s a 

pandemic in the midst of the school of disci-

pleship alone we’ve heard of 75 churches be-

ing planted you are doing amazing things, 

thank you for this!  

Father I pray you continue to bless the 

United Pastors Fellowship and the work of 

Asian Access every evening every Saturday 

evening when they meet. May you encour-

agement be with the participants and school 

of disciple- ship. Bless them and we pray Je-

sus for your favor on Cambodia’s COVID-19 

cases that spike up. May you protect the na-

tion. May you be with the government and 

the healthcare workers and please revive the 

economy. Thank you for man’s wisdom that 

you are the one who will carry us through. 

You saw Cambodia through the killing fields, 

you have seen them through difficult seasons 

and you will see us through this pandemic as 

well, we can count on you, we can trust in 

you. 

So guide this nation and the world in this 

promise because we desperately need this 

hope that lies within us that only you can 

bring. And we believe you will complete your 

task to bless my friend today in Jesus’ name. 

Amen amen amen. Thank you, man! 

MAH: Oh you’re welcome, 

thank you very much!

 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 

Rev. Joseph W. Handley Jr., Ph.D.  jhandley@asianaccess.org 

 

Pastor Meng Aun Hour is the Senior Pastor of Followers of Jesus Church in Phnom Penh, 

Cambo- dia. He directs the United Pastors Fellowship and Helping Hands Foundation 

in the country. He serves on the boards (as chairman) of Theological Education by 

Extension, School of Discipleship, United Churches of Cambodia, and Timothy All 

Project. He is the Vice President for Program Development and National Director for 

Asian Access Cambodia. 

 

 

 

  

Click here 
to comment and 
interact with 
the community. 

mailto:jhandley@asianaccess.org


 

OTJ Vol. 1 No. 1 (2024) 51 

Leadership at the Margins in West 
Africa 
OlalityTalks Journal Staff 
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nyone who knows Africa knows the 

compounding pressures of the past two 

years brought unprecedented challenges 

and hardship on the church. An OralityTalks 

Journal (OTJ) staff member sat down with 

West African leaders (KBM) to help us un-

derstand the new era leaders’ face. The 

church is suffering. Schools and seminaries 

struggle to keep faculty and attract new stu-

dents. Church members buckle under the 

weight of economic inflation, loss of jobs, 

government corruption, and ethnic violence 

exacerbated by the pandemic. 

Yet in the face of all this we are still the 

church of Jesus, Messiah, the Prince of Peace, 

and the One who reigns at the right hand of 

the Father. How do we reconcile the current 

devastations and work challenges from a po-

sition of power and authority (Eph 1:3-4) ra-

ther than from fear, weakness, and defeat? 

What are the issues that many Africans see 

and deal with – not through the eyes of out-

siders who think we define the issues for 

everyone else and bring our solutions to 

their problems. 

OTJ: So, KBM, describe the situation for us. 

KBM: Most West Africans were marginal-

ized long before the pandemic. We lived at 

the margins economically with staggering 

unemployment especially among those un-

der 35 years old. Attending a university? Out 

of the question for most people of the land, 

and if they could get in their professors often 

went on strike because of no pay or low pay. 

It could take 7-10 years to graduate only to 

find there were no jobs available. 

We hear many in the Global North say that 

technology can connect us with church virtu-

ally. We can download messages to our 

phones. We can get in touch with people who 

need attention. But the people that make 

those claims usually don’t live where we do. 

Technology only works when there is a sig-

nal (cell phone – no fiber optic cables!) in our 

region. To download teaching means you 

have the money to top up your card, and 

that’s a luxury. Even if you had the cable our 

electricity is not stable or even available 

from day to day. Zoom calls and Google 

Meet? I normally can only keep my connec-

tion (without video) for 10 to 15 minutes be-

fore it drops. 

Once the full force of the global reaction to 

COVID-19 hit us pessimism set in. We need 

to find our way through this as Africans and 

leaders of the Global South. 

OTJ: So where and how is the church 

thriving and why? 

KBM: There are indeed places where the 

church is thriving and ministries are having 

great impact, but those are now mostly in the 

A 
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big cities. Generally, members of the church 

have more employment and can financially 

support their pas- tors. They do outreach to 

the poor with feeding and clothes. I know of 

one church with a ministry to widows in an-

other state. They helped set up a cooperative 

to give the women work making things and 

baking bread for a living. But those are won-

derful exceptions to the rule. 

Fuel is still hard to come by even if you 

have the funds. Armed robbers still target 

anyone who appears to have money or good 

clothing – they’ll steal it right off you and 

leave you beaten and bloody. Life is hard 

now everywhere. Once it would be unheard 

of to know a Christian family who did noth-

ing to punish a child who was into thieving. 

Now Christians admit to being a thief and 

justify it because times are hard. They have 

lost the traditions of our proverb that says, 

“One is better to beg than to be a thief.” 

Thieving brings a family shame and disgrace. 

Pastors in larger cities can also meet to-

gether where in the village they do not have 

the transport to get with others of their own 

church. In the city we have much more ac-

cess to the internet and even hardwired con-

nections. They don’t always work, but at 

least they have them.  

OTJ: What are some of the other chal-

lenges that people at the margins face? 

KBM: Most definitely our greatest chal-

lenges are related to security, or more pre-

cisely having NO security. Leaders in the ru-

ral areas are the prime targets for destruc-

tion of property, kidnapping, or tribally mo-

tivated murder. It used to be something that 

happened in the bigger cities – the rich 

would be targeted for theft or ransom. Now 

that has dramatically changed. 

One pastor in an outlying suburb was kid-

napped? Targeted and threatened if the 

church did not pay a ransom (about $20,000 

USD) that they would kill him. His wife raised 

the money from the church, family, and 

friends then delivered it to the kidnappers. 

They forced her to stay with them for two 

weeks. Then they killed the pastor and de-

manded more ransom for the wife. These are 

already the poor, yet they are being targeted 

making the whole region insecure (read 

more here). 

Once terrorists come into murder or kid-

nap, the victims property is also taken over. 

The residents flee to other areas and their 

property taken over by the aggressors – 

most often radical Muslim herdsmen. The 

goal is to displace all the residents not just 

some. The goal of a terrorist is not simply to 

kill people, but to terrorize them into leav-

ing. 

Another alarming challenge is our decline 

in literacy: illiteracy grows now because the 

educational systems are virtually shut down. 

Teachers do not get paid, there are no teach-

ing supplies, electricity, technologies. The 

next generation is being lost and left behind 

because they will not be able to read, com-

pute, or keep up with others at home let 

along around the world. We even see men 

and woman wanting to become pastors but 

cannot read their Bible. They cannot read 

their own language or the national trade lan-

guage in which you must be fluent to attend 

a good technical school, college or university. 

The UN might have a Millennial Challenge 

goal of irradicating illiteracy, but we are go-

ing backwards not forward. 

OTJ: If that’s the case, how then do we 

train leaders who relate to the grassroots 

church members? 

KBM: Training relevant leaders has al-

ways been hard for us. Our school system 

historically taught us to value reading and 

writing, and even thinking that way, and we 

learned to preach and teach the way our “co-

lonial maters”. We go to a seminary and will 

not have one course on things like how to use 

our proverbs, songs, dance and even 

folktales to drive home the message of the 

Bible. We seem to be ashamed of those kinds 

of things. They make us sound “less edu-

cated” and therefore inferior so we ignore 

https://punchng.com/bandits-kill-kaduna-pastor-after-collecting-ransom/
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them in class but use them in our conversa-

tions and at home. 

That model of training leaders also in-

cludes seminaries and centers around the 

country where we have facilities – but com-

mon people cannot get there. People cannot 

pay the tuition or other fees even if they 

could afford the transport. This new genera-

tion of students struggle to read, and the old 

models of Bible school and seminaries re-

quire high literacy skills. 

We also have a few very innovative bish-

ops who see the need to train more leaders 

in non-traditional ways. One brings his se-

lected recruits, and takes them through four 

modules over two years. Targets everyday 

people from the churches and even politi-

cians to study with him. 

Another pastor targets youth and is start-

ing a primary African grade school and a sec-

ondary school. 

OTJ: What schools, seminary, or training 

ministries currently use orality-based meth-

odologies? 

KBM: None that I know of in terms of ac-

tual schools. Some good programs are out 

there that teach people how to use Bible sto-

ries to share the Gospel, and that’s great. We 

hear stories of a growing numbers of Mus-

lims coming to faith and the primary method 

of reaching them is sharing stories like Abra-

ham, the Prophets, and the teachings of Je-

sus. They love Him. They want to follow Him. 

Our Bible translation ministries are also 

producing more oral bibles in the minor lan-

guages. They also are taking audio Scriptures 

to some of our most resistant tribes, and 

finding good success. But as far as giving a 

complete formal education using orality, I do 

not know of any in the country. A few schools 

have begun introducing the concept and a 

Baptist seminary is offering a course in oral-

ity and preaching. Yet, I believe we must go 

much further with our pastor training, but I 

don’t know of any who intentionally put 

orality in their curriculum or use it in their 

classroom experiences. 

OTJ: How do you begin that kind of an ap-

proach to teaching? That is using the princi-

ples and methods that we promote as orality. 

KBM: Maybe we should look at what is 

working, like the use of teaching the message 

of the Bible without making people read it. 

Then give them a copy even if they cannot 

read because someone they know probably 

can. They can talk about those same stories 

together. 

Our people love music, and we have a lot 

of new music in our own languages and 

forms. Yes, we also have the missionary 

songs and all the contemporary global Chris-

tian music, but they do not connect like the 

sound of our people. We also love to create 

poems and recite them, and often our better 

schools even have contests for addressing 

some of our greatest challenges – even 

COVID-19. 

OTJ: Let’s be more specific about what 

that means for formal theological education. 

KBM: One important step would be teach-

ing by narrative and the arts without a need 

for depending on textbooks. It might look 

like what Paul did from Ephesus at his rented 

hall – the School of Tyranius. These “stu-

dents” did not have textbooks. In fact, they 

did not have a single book that we know of. 

They learned the message of the Kingdom 

and went out to preach everywhere, and we 

know that ALL ASIA heard the Word of the 

Lord., 

Seminaries are no less important but are 

less relevant due to their physical campus 

strategy and depending on high literacy 

skills. Even when they offer virtual courses, 

we have major problems unless the students 

can connect. When we do start new training 

centers away from our traditional campuses, 

they are still doing what they’ve always done 

in Western literate ways. Even this is NOT 

working. 
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OTJ: Give us an example of what you 

mean. 

KBM: Western seminaries continue using 

the same literate ways. We are told the 

church of the Global South is growing, and 

we need to take it to the next level in spir-

itual formation. But then students do not 

even read books by anyone from the Global 

South. The authors may have visited the GS, 

and some may even have worked there for a 

time but they are not from the Global South. 

They do not publish their work as GS leaders 

and scholars. When our leaders return from 

Western schools they sound like and ap-

proach things the way they were taught in 

the US or the UK. They perpetuate the same 

things that are failing us now. 

Students often report feeling unequipped 

for ministry back home. In class a professor 

rarely respects or honors GS students for 

their understanding about our own context. 

But when a Westerner in the class or a re-

quired author who learned something in 6 

months or a year makes a point, they are lis-

tened to and affirmed. Most often our teach-

ers go to the Western seminaries after very 

successful ministries in Africa. They came to 

learn more, and to be granted teaching cre-

dentials that put them on the same academic 

level as others. It’s the game we have to play. 

OTJ: Then how do we raise up the next 

generation of West African leaders? 

KBM: Our churches and schools are 

locked into traditions and structures that 

may never work again. We followed the 

West. We built expensive campuses that are 

hard to maintain for schools and seminaries. 

We taught the same courses that Global 

North academics teach, often using the same 

textbooks, resources, and only slightly mod-

ified syllabi, and use the same lecture-dis-

cussion methods. Then we depended on out-

siders to give us the funds to keep doing 

what we were doing and they in some way 

control what we teach and how we teach it. 

Our proverb says, “Sugar can spoil even a 

good dish.” 

How do now train the next generation of 

leaders? Quite frankly, I don’t know! Train 

up leaders in post-COVID-19? COVID-19 is 

not even the issue. The lockdowns and inten-

sified corruption that came with the lock-

downs and made politicians wealthier, some 

even looted their own warehouses. While 

others guarded, protected, and distributed 

the resources to those in need. They are ex-

ceptions. We need to lift them up and raise 

up more leaders like them. Before COVID-19 

all these things were present, but now they 

have grown exponentially worse and more 

intense. Youth have no foundation for con-

viction of biblical values 

The world was disrupted, but others took 

advantage. Now how do we train the new 

generation under the shadow of corrupt 

leaders like Buhari. Vocal church leaders and 

those doing positive things in their villages 

are being oppressed, they may be in hiding; 

where they cannot be accessed for training 

or access it where they might have to travel 

to. They have no money on their part. 

OTJ: So what would you do if money and 

church politics would not be a factor. 

KBM: That would demand radical change. 

A lot of things would be affected. What 

comes to mind – what about the fellow who 

would do a training. It would require a radi-

cal way to move from traditional way to 

where any profession would understand 

their calling to transform the world through 

the Word. Police, lawyers, or anyone would 

simply lead as a disciple of Jesus. 

We think it takes so much money to be the 

church and reach the lost, but maybe we’ve 

just strayed too far from the original plan. 

Maybe it’s not just the best plan, it may also 

be the cheapest way of making disciples. Do-

ing it the way Jesus did it. Maybe we have not 

been following the Kingdom model like the 

Pharisees, scribes and others. Maybe we’re 

more like them than the disciples He trained 

to grow His church. 

OTJ: How many people did it take to 

change the Jewish system that educated the 
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people? How many in the beginning – ONE. 

Jesus! How many people did it take to begin 

God’s mission to the Gentiles? Peter on a 

rooftop praying. Saul receiving his sight and 

getting a vision in Damascus. Jerusalem dis-

ciples went out. Antioch sent out more. They 

joined forces and the Kingdom grew expo-

nentially. 

KBM: What you are asking about with 

orality strategies, this is what the church of 

N. Nigeria is already doing even before 

COVID-19. They had regional church meet-

ing points where they came together for 

worship, the Word, and fellowship. They 

were part of church denominations on one 

level, but completely being the church on an-

other. When COVID-19 brought restrictions 

on the economy and social interactions, they 

simply meet in their fellowship groups. Main 

concern of the denominations? What about 

the offering? Where will it go? How would 

we support the main church? The local pas-

tors? 

The response of the bi-vocational pastors? 

Let us pastors worry about where our funds 

will come from. Rather, let us look at empow-

ering the local body to function properly and 

reach out to its neighbors without worrying 

about buildings and offerings. 

OTJ: Is what you are saying is “Because of 

the pandemic the church started functioning 

more as a body than a service to come to. 

What now will happen since COVID-19 is 

ending? 

KBM: The predictable pattern would be 

for things to return to what they were before. 

Come together seeing yourself as part of a 

denomination, but the people are now used 

to worshiping in fellowship groups. They do 

not have to travel so far. The denominational 

leaders that once traveled long distances to 

check up on churches will return, but we are 

not sure how it will look. The newfound au-

tonomy of these groups may spur them on to 

keep going in the same direction. Sharing 

their faith more. Ministering to one another 

more rather than depending on the denomi-

nationally ordained pastors. 

Hopefully, the difference now is that they 

may be able to access more. 

OTJ: What will it take them to keep grow-

ing as they had during COVID-19. 

KBM: They still need good solid teaching. 

We have to figure out new ways of making 

that happen. Maybe it’s going to their regions 

with training of trainers (TOT). Maybe it’s 

using new media solutions that contain the 

teaching they need and ensuring it’s done in 

what you call “high orality reliant methods.” 

That would include music, drama, proverbs, 

discussions and a whole lot of things that 

stimulate learning. 

It also will take even more faith to depart 

from the old ways. Courage to step out in 

faith. Change will come trusting that God 

transform when we teach and preach the 

way Jesus did it. We have to take the best of 

what we did in the recent past, learn from it, 

and move on to even more powerful ways. 

We need to find the way to be that kind of a 

radical movement. We’ve seen what it will 

do.
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n 1999, Thigpen and her family arrived in 

Cambodia, where they worked for two 

decades among oral communities. With a 

background in Biblical studies, healthcare, 

and education, she recognized the inade-

quacy of her Western teaching approach for 

Cambodian adults with limited formal edu-

cation (ALFE). This realization prompted 

Thigpen’s research into the world of oral 

learners and a quest to understand their 

learning needs, leading her to author a dis-

sertation under the guidance of Tom Steffen. 

This book is the published version of the dis-

sertation she finished in 2016. Thigpen is 

currently an adjunct professor at Liberty 

University and an emeritus missionary of the 

International Mission Board. 

The entire book is Thigpen’s (2020) quest 

to answer the question, “How do oral Cam-

bodian adults with limited formal education 

(ALFE) learn or acquire new knowledge, be-

liefs/values, and skills?” (p. 23). Chapter 1 

introduces the reader to the research. The 

literature review in chapter 2 is a deep dive 

into the theoretical grounding of Cambodian 

ALFE. Thigpen explores the context of Cam-

bodian oral learners and provides an excel-

lent historical background of the current sit-

uation. She also delivers good anthropologi-

cal knowledge and orality as she explores 

how ALFE learn best. Chapter 3 describes 

the methods of Thigpen’s ethnographic 

grounded theory study. After identifying the 

target group, participant observation, living 

a week as an oral learner, and interviews are 

chosen as her primary methods. Instead of 

just presenting dry facts, Thigpen elegantly 

presents the gathered data in chapter 4 as a 

series of vignettes (short stories) represent-

ing the participants in their situations. 

In chapters 5 and 6, Thigpen connects her 

findings with the initial literature review. As 

standout themes, I saw how shame affects 

learning (p. 162), that the lack of technology 

and ability to use it can help or hinder learn-

ing (p. 176), how spirituality was a motivat-

ing factor to learn (p. 171), and that the com-

munity is the most essential factor that aids 

learning (p. 126). Thigpen introduces the 

learning quadrants (p. 138) to understand 

oral people on a continuum better since 
there is no neat dichotomy between oral and 

print text learners. On one axis of the quad-

rant, the means of learning range from print 

to people, and on the other axis, the trust in 

knowledge ranges from relationships to 

print/credentials. 

Thigpen’s conclusions and recommenda-

tions are in this book’s last two chapters, 7 

and 8. She shows that Cambodian ALFE pre-

fer to learn from people they trust, relation-

ships, connections, and observation rather 

than from print. Her recommendations are 

directed primarily at educators, practition-

ers, policymakers, and researchers. Some 

points to consider when working among oral 

people are understanding how they learn 

from one another, how shame and fear of 

I 
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failing can affect learning, and knowing their 

accessibility to materials, people, non-print 

resources, and technology. 

Because this book is a published version of 

Thigpen’s (2016) similar titled dissertation, 

it is very academic 

and strictly follows 

the outline of a dis-

sertation. There-

fore, it is very tech-

nical and has much 

depth. A myriad of 

citations and an ex-

tensive bibliog-

raphy can over-

whelm the average 

reader. Still, it also 

shows the depth 

and rigor of Thig-

pen’s study. It 

serves as a good re-

source for orality 

and learning in 

general. Despite 

the creative con-

straints inherent in 

a dissertation, 

Thigpen success-

fully incorporated 

segments that cater 

to oral learners. An illustrative instance of 

this is Chapter 4. Here, she skillfully presents 

her findings through concise vignettes that 

transport the reader’s imagination to Cam-

bodia, enabling them to connect with the 

people in that region. Overall, this is a signif-

icant and excellent contribution to the field 

of orality from a learning perspective for 

Christian workers among oral people. 

Thigpen briefly addressed the subject of 

digital learning resources. Yet, there is room 

for expansion due to the substantial oppor-

tunities they can offer for ALFE. Due to the 

intricate and elusive definitions of “illiterate” 

and “orality,” using these terms for ALFE can 

be challenging. Readers need to keep the def-

initions given in Chapter 1 in the back of 

their minds while reading. One underrepre-

sented area is the challenge of 

accommodating oral learners within a con-

temporary context where a lack of reading 

and writing skills puts individuals at a con-

siderable disadvantage in the job market. 

The aspects I highlighted could serve as po-

tential topics for future research. 

I highly recommend 

this book to cross-cul-

tural ministry practi-

tioners, especially those 

involved in teaching, 

training, and education, 

as well as cross-cultural 

workers and commu-

nity development work-

ers, to name a few. The 

findings have broader 

applicability beyond 

Cambodia, with notable 

parallels evident in the 

Philippines, where I am 

stationed, as well as in 

other regions. Even pas-

tors and educators in 

developed nations will 

benefit from reading 

this because we live in 

an increasingly non-

reading world, and the 

global diaspora move-

ment is bringing people from all sorts of 

places and education levels to us. On a larger 

scale, policymakers and NGOs might use this 

research as a stepping stone for further re-

search and implementation in their curric-

ula. I would also encourage mission leaders 

to take note of this resource when develop-

ing strategies for their organizations. 

Thigpen (2020) says governments and or-

ganizations “fight for literacy” (p. 204) but 

often neglect oral people’s learning prefer-

ences. This book provides a pathway for 

Christian workers and organizations to en-

gage with oral people meaningfully. Oral 

learners are wired to learn from others in 

their community. What an excellent oppor-

tunity for the community of Christ, the 

church!
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