
 
 
 
 
 
 

COGNITION AND COMMUNICATION WITHIN THE ORAL MAJORITY 

At present, most of the Majority World cannot or will not read.
1
  There are over “Four 

billion oral communicators [in] the world: people who can’t, don’t, or won’t take in new 

information or communicate by literate means.  Oral communicators are found in every cultural 

group in the world and they constitute approximately two-thirds of the world’s population.”
2
 

Furthermore, many people in oral cultures do not have a strong desire to learn to read.
3
  In light 

of these circumstances, strategies should be developed which will allow oral learners to better 

understand and communicate the gospel.  This paper will argue that the cognition and 
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communication patterns of primary oral peoples often differ from that of literate peoples such 

that older communication strategies should be modified in order to better reach oral peoples.  It 

will seek to defend this argument by demonstrating that oral peoples need to remember well in 

order to survive, and thus tend to prefer concrete, memorable forms of language in comparison to 

more abstract speech. 

 
 

The Divide between Oral and Literate Cultures 

New missionaries, particularly those from a more monocultural background such as 

that of America, often fail to understand the extent of the differences that exist between them and 

their host culture.  They believe that if they are able to translate their American sermons into 

another language, they have contextualized their message sufficiently.  Missionaries with more 

experience know otherwise.  Good contextualization involves a much deeper understanding of 

the process of communication. Language itself cannot be easily extracted from the culture as a 

whole, rather it is “molded by the culture of which it is a part.”
4
  Thus, more experienced 

missionaries know that good linguistic communication will always involve a penetrating 

knowledge of their host culture.   

 Indeed, there is a degree of reciprocity that exists between language and 

communication patterns on the one hand, and culture on the other.  There is a sense in which 

culture creates linguistic patterns, since culture is the basis for the common sets of categories and 

distinctions which are used to organize and communicate common perceptions.  However, 

language is also the storehouse for culture.  It is the means by which the values, beliefs, and 

practices of the culture are communicated from one generation to the next, and through which 

the worldview of a culture is debated and modified within each generation.
5
  The effective 

missionary, then, must be a student of both language and culture. 
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 The introduction of writing into a culture has a tendency to change both the culture 

and the patterns of communication within that culture.  It is a sort of linguistic “technology” that 

has remarkable consequences.  An oral society is only able to exchange information via face-to-

face encounters at a particular time and place.  Writing removes many barriers to 

communication. Letters may be sent to different places, and voices from the past may yet speak 

today.  Writing may even be used to rapidly reach those far out of earshot and precipitate 

significant cultural change, as in the Protestant Reformation. Understanding the nature and depth 

of the changes that literacy brings about may help literate missionaries, particularly those serving 

the Majority World, to contextualize their communication more effectively in oral cultures.
6
   

  Yet, writing is more than just a technology that allows communication to reach past 

face-to-face encounters.  It affects culture more deeply, because it affects the ways in which the 

people within a culture think and communicate. In order to understand why this is the case, it is 

helpful to think about how communication in an oral society is different than our own.   

    In our literate society, we are immersed in information in written form.  Our day may 

begin with answering email and reading the headlines that accompany a news report on 

television.  During the day, we might surf the net, read a memorandum or a brochure or a 

nutritional label, make a correct turn after seeing a name on an exit ramp, or fill out a form at the 

bank.  If we forget a biblical name or a recipe or the amount of money that someone owes on an 

account, we can usually just look it up somewhere.  Reading is a vital, but often unnoticed, part 

of life in the Western world.   

 A member of an oral culture group has nothing like the written word.  For him, words 

are a transient.  By the time that he has heard and understood a word that has been spoken to 

him, it has already passed out of existence, having evaporated into the evanescence of the past.
7
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Under such conditions, memory becomes paramount.  An oral learner can never look anything 

up; he can only try to remember.
8
   

 The evanescence of words has a profound affect on oral societies.  Modes of 

communication, teaching methods, and even entire worldviews are set up to accommodate the 

transient nature of knowledge.  Knowledge must be accurately passed down from master to 

apprentice and from generation to generation.  If something is lost along the way, it is lost 

forever.
9
   

 

Speaking Memorable Words 

 Any society’s survival depends on knowledge being passed down through generations.  

Given that survival of the tribe is at stake, oral societies have a central principle that governs 

much of their communication and teaching: They make their words memorable.  They structure 

their thought and language so that it will be unforgettable using a variety of communication 

techniques, such as, “heavily rhythmic, balanced patterns, in repetitions or antithesis, in 

alliterations and assonances, in epithetic and other formulary expressions, in standard thematic 

settings . . . in proverbs which are constantly heard by everyone so they come to mind readily 

and which themselves are patterned for retention and ready recall, or in mnemonic form . . . . 
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Mnemonic needs determine even syntax.”
10

   

 Due to space limitations, an explanation of one of these communication techniques 

will serve to illustrate the whole.  Oral communicators favor epithetic or other formulary 

expressions.  That is, they often use phrasing that a literate communicator might label as 

“cliché.”  A soldier would not be referred to simply as a soldier, but as a “brave soldier.”  An oak 

would be referred to as a “sturdy oak.”  The use of stock phrases serves two purposes.  It helps 

the hearer to easily understand the speaker’s words, since the hearer is often able to understand 

the meaning of the stock phrase even if he only catches part of it.  Also, it is less forgettable than 

more original forms of phrasing, since it fits easily into pre-existent categories of memory.   

 The oral communicator’s use of stock phrases provides insight into the cognitive 

processes of the oral mind.  Walter Ong explains, “traditional expressions in oral cultures must 

not be dismantled: it has been hard work getting them together over the generations, and there is 

nowhere outside the mind to store them.  So soldiers are brave and princesses are beautiful and 

oaks sturdy forever.”
11

  It is not that oaks are said to be sturdy for rhetorical effect, they actually 

are sturdy.  Stock phrases represent the cumulative knowledge and experience of the tribe, and 

as such their validity is not questioned.  Experience has proven that oaks are sturdy.
12
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 The world of experience, this world, is closely connected to the thoughts of the mind.  

Havelock explains that “A language of action rather than reflection appears to be a prerequisite 

for oral memorization.”
13

  The oral communicator does not think and speak in terms of ideas and 

concepts so much as he does in terms of his (or his tribe’s) experiences and relationships.  The 

experiential nature of his thought will be shown in the oral communicator’s preference for 

concrete thought patterns, in his methodology of categorization, and in his epistemology and 

logic.  These aspects of his cognition shed light on a worldview that is oriented towards the 

experiential. 

 

Concrete Thought Patterns 

 The oral learner prefers concrete, this-worldly thought rather than abstract, empyreal 

thought.
14

 To begin to understand this difference, it is helpful to see that words, for the oral 

communicator, are considered to be more “events” than “things.”  This concept is difficult for 

literate Westerners to understand, but a mental experiment may help:  Close your eyes for about 

30 seconds and think only of the word “nevertheless.”  When you are done, continue reading this 

paper . . . . Did you picture the word in your mind?  Did you imagine it written in black on a 

white background?  Perhaps in Times New Roman font?  Did you imagine a definition that 

might be found in Merriam-Webster?   

 The oral communicator would do none of this.  He could imagine only the sound of 
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the word “nevertheless” being pronounced.  Perhaps he would think of how the word had been 

used by his friend yesterday, but he would never think of a dictionary definition.  For him, words 

only exist as events, they never exists apart from concrete situations. Words are not “things” or 

“objects” so much as they are parts of experience.
15

   

The oral communicator, then, will tend to use concrete language that expresses actual 

events that happen in the world, rather than abstract language about a mental concept.  Eric 

Havelock states that an oral speaker’s “syntax must be one that describes action or a passion, but 

not principles or concepts.  To give a simple example, it will never say that honesty is the best 

policy but that ‘the honest man always prospers.’”
16

   

 In Havelock’s example, “honesty” and “policy” are both abstract terms which are 

avoided by oral peoples.  An oral speaker would prefer to use the phrases “honest man” and 

“always prospers,” because these phrases relate to concrete situations that can easily be 

envisioned by his listener.  His listener would know someone who is an “honest man.”  

Likewise, his listener would probably know someone who “always prospers.”  His listener 

cannot know “honesty” and “prosperity” in the same way, because these are not things he can 

see or touch in his everyday life.  Often, the oral communicator may speak in more concrete 

terms than in the phrase “an honest man always prospers.”  He may rather tell a story to teach 

about a man whose greatest virtue is that he performs honestly.
17

   

 Literate people tend to prefer speaking of ideas, while oral people tend to describe 

things in terms of actual life events.  For example, when Julius Nyerere, the president of 

                                                 
15

 Ong present a similar mental experiment, Orality and Literacy, 12. 

 
16

Eric Havelock, “The Oral-Literate Equation,” in Literacy and Orality, David R. Olson and Nancy 

Torrance, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 24. 

 
17

Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write, 76.  Havelock explains that this tendency is so strong in Greek 

oral literature that it is difficult to find a phrase like “honesty is the best policy.”  He writes, “The sense of primary 

orality survived in the behavior of the Greek tongue itself as it was being written down.  [Ancient] Greek drama 

offers no propositions, beliefs, or programmed doctrines in the style of Dante (still more in Milton) but an 

expressive dynamism whether in word or thought.  It is difficult to find an instance of a conceptual subject attached 

to a conceptual predicate by the copula ‘is’ anywhere in the plays.  The verb ‘to be,’ if it is used, still functions 

primarily in its oral dynamic dimension, signifying presence, power, situational status, and the like,” 94. 

 



Tanzania, addressed the United Nations some years ago, he used the following East African 

proverb concerning the Cold War: “When elephants fight, the grass gets hurt.”
18

  He could have 

expressed the same thing more abstractly by saying that Third World countries like Tanzania are 

made to suffer when national superpowers fight each other.  His description, however, was 

related to a common, real-life situation.  As such, it was far more memorable than if he had 

stated his meaning in terms of a general principle.  Oral people prefer memorable phrasing, such 

as this proverb, not simply because it is more beautiful, but also because it helps to preserve 

precious knowledge. 

 Concrete thought may be described of as situational/experiential, while abstract 

thought may be described as conceptual/principial, but the abstract/concrete distinction may also 

be viewed from another angle.  It can be described in terms of time.  The concrete thought of oral 

peoples often utilizes temporal terms, while the abstract thought of literates often utilizes 

atemporal terms.  In the example given by Havelock above, the literate communicator might 

refer to “honesty,” while the oral communicator would refer to an “honest man.”  “Honesty,” as 

a quality, is not specifically related to any given time.  An “honest man,” however, can only exist 

within time and history.    An honest man is a man that displays the atemporal quality of honesty 

within the bounds of time.  

 Oral people prefer to think and communicate in ways that are closely connected to the 

events of this world.  They do not tend to use abstract concepts as much as they use examples 

from actual situations, and even their proverbs and metaphors refer to common life events.  Their 

communication patterns embrace the temporal and historical rather than the timeless.   

 
 
Methodology of Categorization 

 Categorization in oral cultures is closely related to the oral communicator’s preference 

for concrete thought patterns. Indeed, a literate Westerner would find the categorization of oral 
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peoples quite unusual, since it does not gravitate towards abstract concepts.  Rather, oral people 

tend to categorize groups of objects according to there usefulness in a concrete situation.  In a 

famous anthropological experiment, A.R. Luria presented a hammer, a saw, a log, and a hatchet 

to oral people in Uzbekistan and Kirgizstan.  He asked his participants to categorize the objects.  

While a literate Westerner would categorize three of the items as “tools” with the log not fitting 

into this category, the answers from the oral people were quite different.  They would generally 

categorize all of the items together.  They would say that one would need the wood for the 

hammer, the saw, or the hatchet to be useful.   

 When Luria tried to lead his participants to the “right” answer, they refused to listen. 

In the exchange that follows, Luria’s questions (in bold) are answered by his participants, and he 

explains the meaning of their  answers  (in italics): 

 
Which of these things could you call by one word? 
“How’s that? If you call all three of them a ‘hammer,’ that won’t be right either.” 
Rejects use of a general term. 
But one fellow picked up three things—the hammer, saw, and hatchet—and said they 
were alike. 
“A saw, a hammer, and a hatchet all have to work together.  But the log has to be here too!” 
Reverts to situational [concrete] thinking. 
Why do you think he picked these three things and not the log? 
“Probably he’s got a lot of firewood, but if we’ll be left without firewood, we won’t be able 
to do anything.” 
Explains selection in strictly personal terms. 
True, but a hammer, a saw, and a hatchet are all tools. 
“Yes, but even if we have tools, we still need wood—otherwise, we can’t build anything.” 
Persists in situational thinking despite disclosure of categorical term.

19
 

 The rationale for the categorizations of these oral people can be difficult for a literate 

person to understand.  The key to understanding their responses is to realize that they do not use 

words as symbols to represent abstract categories.
20

  Rather, they use words to refer to concrete 
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events and relationships in this world.  Though they had a word meaning “tool,” they did not see 

fit to categorize the various tools together, and they even said that to do so would be “stupid.”
21

  

It was quite obvious to them that in order to use any of these wood tools, one would need to have 

wood.  They did not consider the similarities of the tools as tools to be significant in comparison 

to their usefulness in a concrete situation in life, a situation mirroring their daily work 

experience.  

 Categorization in oral societies, then, finds the functional or situational relationships 

among things to be more important than any other similarity.  Taxonomical classifications, 

which are based on the nature of objects, are often avoided in everyday speech.  Though 

taxonomic classifications can be understood by oral learners (who, in the example above, knew 

that three of the items were “tools”), a classification which denotes things as entities is not 

considered to be significant in comparison to a classification in terms of physical, event-oriented 

relationships.  Once again, oral man’s preference for the experiential can be seen.  Rather than 

categorizing objects according to taxonomic categories based on the nature and being of objects, 

the oral communicator prefers to classify objects according to their perceived functionality in 

specific situations.   

 
 
Epistemology and Logic 

 The categorization schema of oral peoples is distinctively biased towards the events of 

this world.
22

  In much the same way, the epistemic basis for many of their truth statements are 
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also biased towards the events and history of this world.  Their epistemic basis for truth is closely 

connected to their logical processes. 

 Luria provides another example, this time from oral people in Uzbekistan, which 

illustrates how oral people engage in logical processes which displays their epistemic basis for 

truth: 

 
In the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are white.  Novaya Zemlya is in the 
Far North, where there is always snow there.  What colors are the bears there? 
“There are different sorts of bears.” 
Failure to infer from syllogism.   
The syllogism is repeated.   
“I don’t know; I’ve seen a black bear, I’ve never seen any others . . . Each locality has its 
own animals: if it’s white, they will be white; if it’s yellow, they will be yellow.” 
Appeals only to personal, graphical experience. 
But what kind of bears are there in Novaya Zemlya? 
“We always speak only of what we see; we don’t talk about what we haven’t seen.” 
The same. 
. . . . But on the basis of my words—in the North, where there is always snow, the 
bears are white, can you gather what kind of bears there are in Novaya Zemlya?” 
If a man were sixty or eighty and had seen a white bear and had told about it, he could be 
believed, but I’ve never seen one and hence I can’t say.  That’s my last word.  Those who 
saw can tell, and those who didn’t see can’t say anything!” (At this point a young Uzbek 
volunteered, “From your words it means that bears there are white.”) 
Well, which of you is right? 
“What the cock knows how to do, he does.  What I know, I say, and nothing beyond 
that!”

23
 

 At first glance, it may seem as though the oral people that Luria interviewed were 

avoiding logical reasoning altogether.
24

  One could then say that they were pre-logical, or that 

they had a different kind of logic than literate Westerners.  It is probably better to say that they 

do not make use of formal syllogisms as they communicate.     

  Logic, defined in its most minimalist form as “A cannot be both A and non-A at the 
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same time and in the same way,” simply cannot be avoided in human life.  Every oral learner 

knows that poison berries cannot be both poison berries and edible berries at the same time and 

in the same way, or else their lack of logic will lead to a lack of life.
25

  However, they do not 

display this logic using syllogisms such as: “1. Socrates is a man.  2. Men are mortal.  Therefore, 

Socrates is mortal.”   

 Logic is also demonstrated as an oral society attempts to settle a disagreement between 

two parties.  A society without writing has methodologies and procedures for dealing with 

disagreements between people.  These procedures may often involve some form of debate or 

questioning of the two parties.  Through these procedures, the proper viewpoint on a given issue 

may be found.  These procedures inevitably involve a degree of logical reasoning of the form “if 

A, then B, but not B, therefore not A.”
26

  

The introduction of text into a society inevitably leads to a more formalized procedure 

for dealing with disagreements.  This formalization is a result of the nature of writing itself.  The 

only way to ask a question of a written document is to examine it and re-examine it in an 

analytical fashion.
27

  Goody explains that the introduction of written documents into a society 

requires a greater exactitude in analysis in order to settle contradictions: “Oral man lacked not 

logical reasoning but certain tools of intellectual operation that defined the Greek notion of 

“logic’ . . . . the presence of documents [in literate Greek culture] enabled one to lay side by side 

different accounts, emanating from different sources, different times and different places, and so 

perceive contradictions which in the oral mode would be virtually impossible to spot.”
28
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According to Goody, writing allows documents to be produced.  These documents 

may contradict each other.  When they contradict each other, the only way that they can be 

questioned is through logical, analytical procedures.  These logical procedures are recorded, not 

orally, but in written form like the documents they are used to analyze.  Thus, logic, which lay 

beneath the surface of oral dispute, arose from beneath the surface and became formally 

recognized.
29

   

The oral people that Luria interviewed largely refused to speak in syllogistic terms, 

though at times they would indicate that they understood Luria’s syllogism, though it was a 

foreign form of communication for them.  When asked “What do my words suggest?” one man 

responded, “To go by your words, they should all be white.”
30

  He understood the logic that lay 

behind Luria’s syllogism, but he did not like Luria’s way of finding truth.   

Luria’s way of finding truth depended on a non-experiential premises.  The literate 

Westerner would have no trouble beginning with a premise, saying “if A is true, then . . .” but the 

oral person does not desire to proceed in this way.  For a premise to be considered valid, it must 

be experienced.  It cannot be an abstract principle disconnected from life events. 

In the first example from Luria in this section, a man responded “I don’t know; I’ve 

seen a black bear, I’ve never seen any others . . . . We always speak only of what we see; we 

don’t talk about what we haven’t seen.”
31

  Oral people do not like to treat a premise as universal; 

rather, they prefer to accept premises which they have experienced in life.  Even when the terms 

of the syllogism were understood by the oral participants, they would tend to argue from their 

personal experience rather than from the premises give by Luria.
32
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The quote at the beginning of this section yields a final insight.  The man Luria 

interviewed said, “If a man were sixty or eighty and had seen a white bear and had told about it, 

he could be believed.”  Experience is the necessary basis for truth, but this experience does not 

necessarily have to be one’s own.  It may also be the experience of a trusted elder.  The reason 

that oral people trust their elders lies in the nature of the transmission of knowledge in oral 

societies.   

In oral societies, the acquisition of knowledge takes a great deal of time.  The stories 

and collective knowledge of the tribe must be memorized over a period of years.  Generally, 

those who have lived the longest have acquired the most knowledge, and so they are the natural 

teachers of the group, the ones who pass on the knowledge of the tribesmen who have come 

before them.  They pass on the experiential knowledge of the whole tribe (as accurately as they 

remember it) and they are considered to be the best authorities concerning what is to be believed, 

since they represent the collective knowledge of all who have come before them.  

Oral men cannot be said to be illogical or prelogical, but his epistemic basis for truth is 

solidly based on his experiences in this world.
33

  They do not tend to use syllogistic logic, since 

syllogistic logic is a form of analysis that arose after words were made into text, and therefore 

made into objects to be examined.  Their logic operates below the surface of expressed, 

conscious thought, but it is nonetheless present.  As they think and speak about what is true, they 

refer to things that they or their elders have actually experienced and therefore know to be true, 

rather than deriving conclusions from abstract principles.  Their logic is rooted in the history of 

the events of this world. 
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An Experiential Worldview 

“The savage mind totalizes,” wrote Claude Lévi-Strauss.
34

  For the oral 

communicator, the cognitive world of thought and communication and the world of experience 

are aggregated into one.  The words of oral people do not refer to some world or concept that 

exists beyond them, but rather they refer to the events of this world.
35

  Words are signs that exist 

in the situational and point back to the situational.   

Thus, the worldview of oral peoples is inherently non-analytical.  Perhaps an oral 

person could examine a complex, abstract problem, think about the premises that would allow 

that problem to be understood and the logical sequences that would yield an answer to that 

problem.  He could, perhaps, formulate a series of syllogisms that would allow for the problem 

to be thoroughly understood and solved.  His answer would likely be as complex as the problem 

itself.  How would he then remember and use his complex answer?  Without writing, it would be 

quite difficult for him to memorize the abstract thought processes that went into his solution.
36

  

The oral thinker would rather engage in a form of problem solving that is 

conversational and communal, and based upon experience.  It is quite difficult to talk to oneself 

for hours on end; a conversation partner is needed in order for complex problems to be solved.
37

  

As conversation progresses, solutions to problems may found, but they also must be stored for 

later use by the tribe.  They cannot be written or memorized in verbatim form, but they can be 

immortalized in memorable verbal forms that are closely related to this world.   

There are many ways that this can be accomplished.  Verbal folk art includes such 

genres as “folktales, proverbs, riddles, praise songs or shouts, performances, origin narratives 

and founding charters, legends, poetry, music, myths, dirges, historical accounts, trickster 

                                                 
34

 Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 245. 

 
35

They prefer the verb “to do” rather than the verb “to be,” Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write, 107. 

 
36

Ong, Orality and Literacy, 34, c.f. Paul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1985), 134-137. 

 
37

Ong, Orality and Literacy, 34. 

 



narratives, tall tales, and other stories.”
38

  These varied forms of oral art have a significant 

relationship to one another: All of them represent the collective wisdom of the past, as it has 

been experienced by the tribe. 

Besides being non-analytical, the worldview of oral people is deeply connected to 

history.  When oral people solve problems, their conversation must draw upon the only form of 

epistemic basis that is readily available, the personal and collective experiences of the tribe.   For 

this reason, it has been said that “African time looks backwards rather than forwards.”
39

  

Likewise, the Quechua in South America say “If you try to see the past and future with your 

mind’s eye, which can you see?  If you can see the past it must be ahead of you; and the future, 

which you cannot see, is behind you.”
40

  The oral mind constantly looks backwards towards the 

past, in part because it knows that the answers to its problems may be found in the wisdom of the 

tribe passed down from generation to generation.
41

  The events of this world provide the answers 

for this world. 

The oral emphasis on this world appears to cause a difficulty: If oral man’s speech and 

communication patterns are intimately connected to this world and to experience, how does he 

speak and communicate concerning the supernatural, which is not of this world?  One would be 

hard pressed to find an oral people that are not religious through and through, seeking to appease 

the spirits in every aspect of their lives.  Religious rituals pervade all of life, involving not only 
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formal communal gatherings at a holy place, but also everyday activities such as eating, sex, and 

work.
42

  If we are to understand the worldview of oral societies at all, we must understand how 

they speak and communicate concerning the supernatural.   

J.H. Bavinck says that every society must decide what is the reality behind reality: 

“We are living in an imaginary world of which we do not see the substance.  Behind the curtain 

of this phenomenal world there must be an invisible counterpart, a world of spiritual beings—

demons or gods or whatever they may be.  This strange belief is also very fundamental to man’s 

religious intuitions . . . . The idea that there is a Supreme Power to which he himself is related is 

apparently something of which he can never rid himself.  It is the relationship of I and the 

Supreme Power.”
43

 

Oral cultures often answer the question concerning the relationship between “I and the 

Supreme Power” by combining the natural and supernatural realms into one.  The world of 

spiritual beings is one and the same world in which people live.  John Taylor states that in an 

African context “no distinction can be made between sacred and secular, between natural and 

supernatural, for Nature, Man and the Unseen are inseparably involved in one another in a total 

community.”
44

  This aspect of worldview is markedly different than that found in many Western 

worldviews, in which the supernatural is segregated out as an entirely different realm or 

dismissed entirely as non-existent.  Oral societies believe that there are “beings and forces that 

cannot be directly perceived but are thought to exist on this earth.”
45

 

The oral mind totalizes, and a part of this process is the combining of the natural and 
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the supernatural into one world.  Thus, the oral man sees the supernatural as being a part of his, 

and his tribe’s, experiences in the world, since the supernatural enters into relationships with men 

and into the events of this world. 

Since the supernatural is a part of the human situation, speaking of the supernatural 

does not require abstract categories.  The supernatural is a part of history.  An oral communicator 

prefers to speak of the supernatural using the same forms of oral art that are commonly used in 

his society. 

 
 

Towards Oral Contextualization Strategies 

 Oral forms of communication and thinking differ somewhat from literate forms of 

communication and thinking.  This conceptual divide between the oral and literate should be 

considered when the literate missionary is seeking to contextualize his message for an oral 

culture.   

 Many missionaries today are attempting to present their message in a contextualized 

fashion by the use of chronological Bible storying. Missions agencies such as the International 

Mission Board use selections from narrative portions of Scripture to give their oral hearers an 

understanding of the gospel and the Christian life.  These selections are picked in such a way as 

to emphasize the overall message of the Bible and also to meet the specific needs of the 

missionary’s host people.  Often, missionaries are told to keep these narratives true to scripture.  

The International Mission Board’s training manual for chronological Bible storying says, 

“Dynamic translation guidelines developed by the United Bible Society and by Summer Institute 

of Linguistics are usually acceptable when developing the story for telling. . . . Tell it in a way in 

which your hearers understand it, but not in a way that changes the essence of and elements of 

the story.”
46

 Thus, chronological Bible storying is using a compilation of biblical narratives to 

convey the message of the Bible to oral peoples.
47
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 To be sure, narratives are an essential form of communication in many oral societies.  

Narratives are inherently memorable and concrete/situational, and as such they fulfill many of 

the needs for oral communication. They reify abstract truth by placing it within historical 

situations in this world.   

 Chronological Bible storying is amenable to many of the concrete thought patterns of 

oral people.  Many Western presentations of the gospel depend upon abstract categories to 

explain the gospel.  They talk about God’s plan for one’s life, how sin hinders that plan, how 

Jesus’ atonement makes the plan possible yet again, and how one should respond to Jesus’ plan.  

Yet, God’s plan, sin, atonement, and quite possibly even human response may seem rather 

abstract and therefore difficult to grasp for an oral learner.  Biblical narratives often deal with 

these same concepts, yet these concepts are couched within real-world situations.  God’s 

wonderful plan for man (Gen 1:28) was hampered by sin (Gen 3:6).  Nonetheless, God promised 

to provide man with a way of salvation from his sin (Gen 3:15).  The covering for sin that was to 

come was foreshadowed vividly in the OT sacrificial system (Gen 22:1-17) and found its 

fulfillment in the final sacrifice of Jesus Christ (Matt 27:32-66).  The Bible tells us about people 

who responded to this grand story, presenting them as an example we should emulate (Acts 

16:28-34).  The Bible presents its hearer with concrete examples of abstract concepts, and 

chronological Bible storying often takes full advantage of this reification.  

Biblical narratives provide oral people with a comprehensible epistemic basis.  Oral 

peoples do not argue from non-experiential premises to logical conclusions.  Their logic, though 

operative, remains largely below the surface of conscious thought.  They will only accept as true 

that which they have experienced or which trusted elders have told them to be true, since the 

elders hold the knowledge of the tribe.   

 Eugene Nida explains that “there are evidences of belief in a high god in many parts of 

                                                                                                                                                             
47

Not all missionaries strictly adhere to dynamic-equivalent principles as they engage in chronological 

Bible storying.  Some may add elements to the story, so as to explain the story.  If the missionary is adding elements 

to the text, he is effectively exegeting and “preaching” upon the text as he tells the story.  This approach is 

troublesome, since the oral hearer is unable to distinguish between the inerrant Word of God and the (sometimes 

errant) words of the missionary. 



Africa as well as in numerous other areas of the world, but generally he is so remote from the 

people as to be relatively useless.”
48

  Since the high god is far away, people are left without any 

revelation from him, and so they rely solely on the collective knowledge of the tribe in order to 

survive.   

The Bible offers a more significant word than the elders of the tribe can provide.  The 

God who they thought was far away has come near.  He has revealed himself through his word, 

which is said to be “God-breathed,” perfectly representing his very thoughts (2 Tim 3:16, 17).  

Furthermore, it has been revealed to trusted elders in God’s tribe many years ago (Heb 1:1, 2).  

As such, the Bible should be deemed as true and trustworthy.  It provides an epistemic basis that 

is more solid than any they have ever experienced.   

Chronological Bible storying, to a degree, emphasizes the Bible’s historical nature.
49

  

Oral people are entrenched in the past.  The knowledge that they need to survive comes from the 

past and has been given to them through the myths and songs and stories of the tribe.  These oral 

art forms recollect the experiences of the past which serve as guidelines for the present.   

Though chronological Bible storying may be quite helpful as the missionary seeks to 

reach oral people, it should not be considered the single, perfect means by which all oral peoples 

should be evangelized and nurtured.  Three reasons why it should not be the only form of oral 
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contextualization will be considered here. 

First, chronological Bible storying cannot provide its hearers with the whole counsel 

of God (Acts 20:27).  Chronological Bible storying, as defined by the International Mission 

Board, uses a selection of Biblical narratives to explain the basic message of the Bible to oral 

people.  It does not make any attempt to explain the portions of the Bible written in other genres, 

such as epistles, proverbs, apocalyptic, etc.  Though the majority of the Bible is written in 

narrative format, much of it is not.   

In the Great Commission, Jesus demands that new disciples be taught “to observe all 

that I have commanded you.” (Matt 28:20).  Leon Morris, commenting on this passage says “We 

should not miss the significance of all the things.  Jesus is not suggesting that his followers 

should make a selection from his teachings as it pleases them and neglect the rest.  Since the 

teaching of Jesus is a unified whole, disciples are to observe all that this means.”
50

   

Yet, “all that Jesus has commanded” should not be understood to entail merely what 

he said during his earthly ministry.  Jesus is the Word of God, the entirety of the Scriptures have 

their origin in him and focus on him (Luke 24:13-32).  He is the one that the entire OT pointed 

towards, and by his fulfillment of the OT he ensures its continued validity with respect to the 

Christian life.
51

  Likewise, there is a sense in which the entire NT is Jesus’ word, and should be 

taught to his disciples (John 14:26; 16:13; 1 Cor 14:37; 1 Thess 4:15; 2 Pet 3:2).
52

  If we are to 

teach all that Jesus has commanded, we must teach from the entire Bible. 

Second, chronological Bible storying is not intended to be the only form of 

communication that the missionary has with his hearers, and so it does not help the missionary to 

communicate well after the story is over.  After the missionary has told the Bible narrative to his 
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hearers, he must explain that Bible narrative using forms of communication that his oral hearers 

will understand.  The study of cognition and communication in oral cultures will help the 

missionary to sense when he is losing hearers, and help him to understand how to communicate 

in terms that are more concrete.  It will help him to avoid the excessive use of taxonomic 

categories.  It will help him to rephrase his “being” statements into “doing” statements, replacing 

such phrases as “honesty is the best policy” with “an honest man always prospers.”  If the 

missionary understands how oral communicators think and speak differently than literate 

communicators, he will be able to adjust his manner of speaking, so that he will be better able to 

contextualize his message.   

Third, chronological Bible storying should be supplemented with other forms of oral 

teaching.  Oral learners use a variety of communications genres as they speak to each other.  

They are not limited to stories and stories alone; neither should the missionary be limited only to 

stories as he teaches.  Oral people use proverbs, poetry, genealogies, songs, and other such 

genres as they communicate with one another.  The missionary will likely find that his host 

people use a number of forms of communication that may be found within the pages of the Bible 

itself. 

There is no substitute for being a good observer of culture.  Though chronological 

Bible storying may be quite helpful as the missionary seeks to convey the message of the risen 

Christ, he will still have to be alert and aware of the differences between his way of 

communicating and his hearer’s way of communicating.  There may be oral cultures where 

certain changes will need to be made in the chronological Bible storying approach, and there 

may even be cultures where chronological Bible storying, for one reason or another, is not the 

most effective way of teaching.  There is no one missionary method that will work perfectly in 

all situations, and so the missionary will need to be willing to adapt or even to reject a given 

methodology if it is not working well.   

Conclusion 

 Paul Hiebert tells his readers, “As Western missionaries we need to realize how deeply 



literacy has molded our thinking, producing patterns of thought that seems perfectly natural to 

us, but which are strange to those in nonliterate societies.”
53

  Literacy has a profound affect on 

the societies that it touches, moving those societies from more concrete thought forms to more 

abstract ones.  As the missionary seeks to contextualize his message, he must seek to reify his 

language, reducing his tendencies to communicate using abstract phrasings and taxonomic 

categories, and move towards the use of real-life illustrations.  Chronological Bible storying may 

be helpful towards this end, but it is at best one method among many possible methods, and its 

use should not excuse the missionary from being a student of his host culture.  He must still 

examine the various genres of communication used in his culture, seeking to understand how 

their styles of communication are different than his own, and how he may better share the 

message of life. 
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