Oral Learners and Jewish Evangelism
By Bodil F. Skjøtt
Why this topic now
At the 2004 Forum for World Evangelization held in Pattaya from September 29 thru October 5, 2004 participants were divided into all together 31 issue groups. Most of the conference time was spent in these issue groups. However, two afternoon sessions were devoted to what was called Synergy Groups. The idea was to let people from specific issue groups meet to share and exchange ideas from their own group in order to let others know what they saw as the burning issue in world mission to day and to get inspiration from others. On the first afternoon groups were to meet with others involved in an issue similar to theirs. The next afternoon groups that were - so to speak - “opposites” were put together. At least that was the idea. Why that meant that our issue group on Jewish evangelism on the first afternoon was grouped with Oral Learners – and Children and Youth - I am not sure. (Maybe we didn’t see the connection because we tend to think of Jewish evangelism and ourselves as so unique that nobody else faces what we do.) As it turned out people came back from that synergy meeting very uplifted and excited about especially what the Oral Learners group had shared. Those who did not attend the synergy meeting but heard – and saw – the plenary presentation from the same group understood the excitement. 
I have no hope nor expectation of stirring a similar excitement but if I can point to a connection between oral learning – or story telling - and sharing the gospel today with Jewish – as well as with other people - and stir an interest in oral communication as a very relevant tool even for us, I have reached my goal. 

The title of issue group 25 was “Making disciples of oral learners.” They had as their agenda to 
1)
challenge the global church to mobilize a concerted effort to reach and disciple the four billion oral learners of the world – especially those found within the Unreached People Groups. 

2)
provide step by step guidelines for churches and mission agencies to engage the peoples of the world using Bible storying to communicate the gospel, disciples believers, and multiply church planting movement.
3)
develop a network of interested agencies who can be resources to churches to help them engage the unreached with Bible stories. 

Although it was clear from the agenda and expected outcome of the oral learners’ group that their primary target group was the illiterate people of today it soon became clear from their presentation that their tools, methods, and ways of thinking could be very useful with other groups who have the ability to read and live in what we normally think of as a literate society. One thing is that people here can still be oral learners; the other is that in our own society “secondary orality” among younger generations is more and more a reality. 
Oral Learners – who and where
Experts say that there are four billion people - or about two thirds of the world’s population – that are oral learners. They communicate, learn, perceive reality and embrace core beliefs – not through books, periodical or other forms of linear thinking which most of us prefer or use when we convey a message but through orally expressed stories, narratives, songs or proverbs.
Some oral learners are illiterate because they have had no education. Others might be able to read but that is not how they prefer to interact and not how they learn new things. They might interact with the Bible and the word of God, but not through reading. They might be educated to read but from that we cannot deduct that they will have meaningful access to the gospel through reading the Bible. They don’t learn new ideas by reading them. 
At Pattaya Avery Willis, who was the convenor of the issue group on oral learner, said - as a response to the challenge from Lausanne 30 years ago: The Whole Church Taking the Whole Gospel to the Whole World:
“In the 30 years since then we have hit a glass ceiling when we try to communicate the Gospel to the unreached peoples of the world. Seventy percent of them are oral learners who have never heard or understood the greatest story ever told … 4 billion people in our world can’t, don’t or won’t learn through literate means. These 4 billion people are headed to a Christ-less eternity unless we use cultural appropriate means to evangelize them, disciple the, train leaders and plant reproducing churches.” 
From the time of the Gutenberg Bible, Christianity has “walked on literate feet” – directly or indirectly requiring literacy of those seeking the Gospel. That requirement has been a blessing to many but it has also fenced out millions of others in cultures where books and linear communication are not used nor understood. If we take a closer look at how we as Christian workers communicate we will see that 90% of us still use literate communication in a time where this makes only little sense to 70% of the world’s population. 
Over the last 15 years or more the methods, tools and programs developed by those working with oral learners and working through oral communication have grown and so has their network. It is fascinating to se the many different “oral bibles” that have been developed along with bible storying manuals, chronological bible storying conferences and other similar initiatives. I want to encourage you to take a look at the many websites that cover these issues and see what is being done.
 

But we make a great mistake if we think of this just as fascinating and relevant only for those working among people groups who are “still” illiterate. It is not limited to them! The ideas, tools and methods that those working with oral learners have come up are very relevant and needed today for all of us who care to share the gospel in a meaningful way that will make an impact and change lives. Not only because many of the oral learners live in our part of the world (you can be a reader and still be part of a culture which is an oral culture and people therefore are oral learners. It is estimated that 50% of people in the USA should be considered oral learners). 
But even more because our own society is becoming a “post-literate society.” Today we still face the challenge of illiteracy but we also need to deal with what is called “post-literacy” or “secondary orality” where writing and printing are no longer the major communication tools because the digital media have taken over. It changes not just the way we communicate. It also changes the pattern of our thinking and the way we receive and retain information and especially what we do with it – how it will impact and change – if it will – our views and behaviour. 

From word and story to print and paper and back to word and story 
In the article “What happens When the Literate Stop Reading,” A. Steven Evans quotes from several communication experts who all agree that the written word and a well outlined argument no longer is what gets the message across in our post-modern society, and he concludes: 
“We are entering an age where illiteracy is on the increase and the ability for abstract reasoning is on the decrease.”
 
We have become so used to belonging to a superior society because of our reading and writing skills. We could conquer and convince simply by the power of the written word and how developed a society was could be measured by its demand of the printing press and written communication. Our apologetics have been based on linear thinking and a well build argument. This kind of apologetics is no longer the way to convince or convey our message when we deal with people in a post-literate society. Apologetics is less about “wining the argument.” The electronic and digital media have taken over and the print related institutions are losing their domain. Seeing – rather than reading – is becoming the bases for believing; the thought process is lateral rather than linear. 
It is this which has been coined “secondary orality” as opposed to primary orality which means a culture which has not been touched by writing or print. Although the concern of the oral learners issue group at Pattaya was primary orality, those of us working in societies where secondary orality is becoming more and more prominent can learn a lot from those who have given thought to storying the Bible and using story telling as a means of communicating the gospel. Their challenge has been how to get the Bible across to people when you cannot do it through Bible distribution. But in many ways our challenge is the same, because as long as people have a Bible but are not engaged with it, mission is not accomplished. 

In an article entitled “From the First to the Twenty-fist”: The Bible Societies and Scripture Engagement, Fergus Macdonald, former general secretary of the UBS, says that Bible engagement used to be the responsibility of the churches where as Bible distribution was what the bible societies did. But more and more bible societies see that their job is also to engage people with the Scripture. He then points to the recovering popularity of story telling and the new understanding of the Bible as story - move from the Bible as a book of ideas to an appreciation of the Bible that its basic form is narrative or story. 

Implication for ministry
It is important that we concern ourselves with evangelism, discipleship and training new leaders. But it is equally important how we do it. We need to bring form and content together when we communicate our message and the person of that message, Jesus Christ. Otherwise we will not impact our society. We will be seen as not trustworthy and irrelevant. Today truth is seen not so much as abstract and something frozen in time, but rather as an event. In an oral culture contact with the truth retains a reality. You don’t just listen to it, get convinced and two hours later you have forgotten the argument. 

It has been said that whereas Boomers and Builders assembled information in predictable path arriving at predictable conclusions (linear) the younger generation today are “mosaic” thinkers who put information together in new patterns and arrive at new and often surprising conclusions. Because of mass media and the computer age they have a different filter. Whether we like it or not we need to take note of it and adapt our communication accordingly. As the title of an article written by Mark Snowdon indicates: “Three Points and a Poem Just Don’t Cut It Anymore!” 
In the article Snowdon says: 
· Emphasis on oral learning preferences is the next wave of missions advance. Nearly 70% of the world’s population—and 50% of the USA’s population—desire a non-literate approach to learning and decision-making…. 
· Literate preachers and educated producers must give thought to their audiences. If Christians are serious about actually communicating with the lost, and discipling spiritually-reproducing believers, then “orality” will supercede relatively ineffective literate approaches. Just recording things in print is not good enough.
Orality appeals to more than non-literates; it also to functionally illiterates, post-literates, and even post-moderns. 
Story telling
We need to consider the role of narrative and story when we want to present the gospel and convey truth in a way that impacts our post-modern listeners. They can be described as EPIC = Experimental, Participatory, Image-driven and Connected. To them a storyteller is not identified as someone with a lose grip on truth. Rather it is a person who knows “the good telling stories” that make and maintain community and meaning. To be a preacher or pastor today is to be a “story doctor” someone who can tell the biblical stories to heal the dysfunctional stories that confine and confound peoples’ lives today. In a time where people take a lot of interest in story telling we should be there to tell the best story ever told. As Fergus Macdonald says we need to rediscover the Bible as story. 

NT Wright is his book The New Testament and the People of God says: “Stories are basic constituent of human life; they are in fact one key element within the total construction of worldviews.”
 
Stories provide people with a vital framework for experiencing the world. But they also provide a mean by which views of world may be changed. “To change “their” story – their worldview – we must give people a better story – the story of the Bible,” say NT Wright. 

And he argues that “where head-on attacks would certainly fail the parable hides the wisdom of the serpent behind the innocence of the dove, gaining entrance and favour which can then be used to change assumptions which the hearer would otherwise keep hidden away to safety”. 
If you can tell the story and capture the imagination of the person you can capture the person. Instead of a deductive method tell a story and you can abduct listeners from their known worlds into another world. Stories capture the imagination and allow people to participate. This is true also of the biblical story. 

Stories are not just for oral cultures that are “letter blind.” The story form is cultural universal and it appeals to all of us. It not only captures our imagination, it also impacts our lives in a different way because it is more easily remembered. If a truth cannot be imagined how can it ever be retained? If it cannot be retained then how can it transform. But if it can transform the individual - through imagination – then it will not be forgotten. In an oral culture - be it primary or secondary – truth is less something you read or know how to explain. It is an event. 
Too often we think of the story either as childish or as the icing on the cake. If yo don’t have time to tell the story, leave it out. In the Bible the story is the cake. It is what is remembered, retold, transmitted and used for giving roots to the past, direction and identity for the present and hope for the future. 
Maybe we should consider why it says “Hear, O Israel” rather then “Read O Israel” and how often those words are followed by a story or reminder of the shared story which connects the people of God and give them their identity and convey to them who they are and what is right or wrong. 
Also consider why Jesus became a storyteller rather than an author. He could have written books but he only wrote in sand and it was retained. However, his stories have been remembered, retained and have impacted the lives of whose who then and later listened to them. People have entered into the stories and become engaged with them. Stories capture, they allow you to identify, they can be retained and so convey a truth that can be passed on. 
Stories are not a thing of the past or for people who have not yet learned to read. Most communication experts agree that the world has experienced three communication areas. The first was an oral and that is where a large percentage of the world’s population still is, the second began with writing and exploded with print. The third is the era of electronic communication which is where we are now. Some will say that we are at the threshold of as big a revolution as when writing and the printing press was invented. Therefore we need to re-think how we get our message across at this time. Here we can learn a lot from those involved with oral learners. Preaching needs to adopt a new/old kind of language with room for images and stories – a language of suggestion rather than rationality and logic. 

Richard Jensen, author of the book Thinking in Stories: Preaching in a Post-literate Age offers five reasons for why a narrative presentation of the gospel is a good idea in this post-literate age of secondary orality: 

1. Thinking in story is a valid way of approaching communication of the biblical text 
because that is the way most biblical texts were stitched together in the first place.

2. The stories of the Bible invite us to participate in their reality.

3. Stories work by indirection – indirectly they have a chance to break through 
cultural filters.

4. The people in stories come to live in our imagination.

5. Stories are in sync with the way electronic media work.

Presenting the gospel and the word of God through story telling is useful because:
· It is true to the biblical text itself. The Bible is not only story but it is the story that holds it together. 

· It invites the listeners to participate; the listener is not being told (what to do) but is told a story and it leaves him room to manoeuvre. 

· It has a better change of overcoming the cultural barrier because it talks about and to the listeners but does so indirectly. It is not offensive.
· It can more easily be repeated and remembered 
· It is close to the primary communication pattern of most post-literate and post-moderns. Take a look at the many digital story websites which have come up and see how many of the stories and names you meet that are Jewish. 
Some have argued that to much Bible storying and too little emphasis on the written text, correct grammar and translation is too risky. However, those who have used chronological bible storying all say that the narrative presentation of the Bible stays true to the biblical text, without addition, elaboration or exposition. But it also engages the imagination and transforms the text into a reality to be experienced; it serves as a transforming agent in the lives of the individuals and helps them replace their own worldview with that of the Bible. 

If the Bible does not engage those who occupy themselves with it, it fails to fulfil its purpose and therefore we need to rediscover the Bible as story. Theologians have for too long occupied themselves with the Bible as a text which could be reconstructed or deconstructed. The Bible has been looked upon as a self-enclosed book of ideas or a text book of theology rather than as a literary collection. We have thrown the text of Scripture into a “theological winepress to squeeze out ideas” and forgotten to focus on the text itself as text.” By doing so, we have taken the Bible out of the hands of ordinary people. The result is that even among church goers biblical illiteracy is high. 

Therefore the chronological Bible storying is useful today when so many of those to whom we speak lack the biblical knowledge. The preaching and teaching often assume that the knowledge it there or take it for granted. Maybe we know that our listeners don’t have it but we have become so used to present our message in ideas and in abstract form that we forget. But it is impossible to understand the theological significance of the second Adam until the story of the first Adam is understood and we should not assume the first Adam story to be even known much less understood.
Telling God’s story will allow those who listen to hear where their own story conflicts or interacts with that of God’s. There are many good Bible stories but the Bible is more than many stories in the same book. It is one story made up of smaller stories. 
The Danish author Isaac Dinesen – known for her stories - has said that “to be a person is to have a story.” We all have a story and knowing God’s story allows us to see where our own intercepts with God’s story. When the gospel is presented along the plotline of the Bible story, it leaves the post-modern listener with the decision to accept or reject the gospel on its own story. But the story also teases the listener into becoming participants in what is being said. We get involved and start to inhabit the story. The biblical story invites us to participate in a larger world than the one we presently inhabit. Jesus did not tell stories just to entertain but in order to allow his listeners to connect to the deeper things of God. He told stories to create in his listeners a heart ready to hear and receive and to participate. 
In our post-modern world where all connection to God – if he even exists – is severed, where the lines between good and evil are totally blurred, and the individual is master of his own fate it becomes even more relevant to prick the ear, heart and imagination by sharing the stories of a relational, pursuing and loving God and compel listeners to experience it and participate in it. To do like Jesus did when he said to the two disciples who asked where he lived: Come and see. 

Offer them another story and another worldview and doing it in a way that respects where they are at and takes seriously what people are looking for: not new ideas and new concepts but meaning and community that invites them the get involved and be engaged.
� Possible sites to check out are � HYPERLINK "http://www.chronologicalbiblestorying.com" ��www.chronologicalbiblestorying.com� and http://disciplethenations.org/index75.html#reconnect


� The article can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.communiccation-Strategy.net" ��www.communiccation-Strategy.net�. A. Steven Evans is Communication Strategy Specialt with the International Mission Board (SBC). 


� The article can be found at wwwcommunication-Strategy.net
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