
Oral Bible Study Workshop 

29 July – 5 August 2013. Yehebi, Western Province, Papua New Guinea.  

This document describes a workshop led for the leading pastors of the Honinabi District, in the North Fly Area of 

the Evangelical Church of Papua New Guinea (ECPNG). The workshop was based on the “Simply The Story”1 (STS) 

method of leading an oral Bible study. 

People in the workshop 
Dale & Carin LeRoy, returning Honinabi District missionaries with Pioneers, were the STS-trained workshop 

leaders. Clyde & Johanna Smith, North Fly coordinators for SIL (Wycliffe) helped mainly with contextualization, 

and they are responsible to help the district with follow-up mentoring. The main participants were the leading 

pastors from each of the church stations in the district. These were Pastor Willie Samobiai, also the district 

chairman, from Suabi in the Kubo tribe; Pastor Soli Ondiae, also the district vice-chairman, from Honinabi in the 

Samo tribe; and Pastor Kilas Segoin, 

also the leading pastor at Yehebi in 

the Gobasi tribe. Also participating 

from Yehebi were Sefasui Ganaik, 

senior pastor; Timothy Worin, 

Community Health Worker; Tom 

Hawi and Soiyal Abulai, elementary 

teachers; and Bibmali Fofaio, 

airstrip maintenance volunteer. The 

wives of the three leading pastors 

and of most of the other men also 

participated. 

Goals 
The participants will: 

 Be able to use an orality-based method of leading a group Bible study. 

 Better understand orality in their own contexts. 

 Integrate the methods taught with the existing orality of their own context. 

 Make an action plan for their own ministries, including a plan for ongoing communication and follow-up 

as a group. 

                                                             
1 For more information about Simply The Story, see STS Handbook: Exploring Scripture Through Discussion, Listening, and 
Responding, by Dorothy A. Miller, published by The God’s Story Project (info@SimplyTheStory.org, 
www.SimplyTheStory.org).  

mailto:info@SimplyTheStory.org
http://www.simplythestory.org/


Sessions 

Monday 
The non-Yehebi people arrived via MAF in two loads. Pilot Markus Bischoff had the two missionary couples and 

three main pastors and wives stand together next to the plane for a group photo. He said he wanted a photo 

because this was something new that had never been done before. In the evening we had a meal together in the 

church. 

Tuesday 

First modeled study 

After a short introduction of the STS method of leading a Bible study, Dale modeled it using the “Mary & 

Martha” story from Luke 10:38-42. The story was told in simple English, and the discussion was also in simple 

English. We were all amazed by how much we saw in this story that we had never noticed before. 

Discuss the story (“Presentation, Phase Two”) 

Carin told the “The Path” story, an allegory from the STS Handbook2, and used it to explain the process of 

leading the group through to discover the “treasures”, which are the observations and applications that should 

come out of the Bible study: 

1. Ask observation questions. The following questions were suggested to choose from. 

a. What did you like in the story? 

b. What confused you? 

c. What did character X say or do? 

d. What choice did X make? Could X have made another choice? 

e. What was the impact of that choice?  

f. What results do you see in the story? 

g. What can you learn about God in this story? About man? 

2. Based on the observations made, ask application questions. The following questions were suggested to 

choose from: 

a. What do we learn from this story? 

b. What are you thinking about from this story? 

c. What command to obey do you see in this story? 

d. What warning do you see in this story? 

e. What encouragement did you get from this story? 

f. Is God teaching us something in this story? 

Learn the story (“Presentation, Phase One”) 

Dale went back and gave more detail about the first step of helping everyone to learn the story: 

1. Tell the story yourself, including background information. 

a. Give the reference and open your Bible. 

b. Summarize the background information and context. 

                                                             
2 Ibid., pp 17-19. 



c. Tell the story. 

d. Say that you have reached the end of the story and close your Bible. 

2. Ask someone else to retell the story. 

a. Wait for someone to volunteer. 

b. Wait for someone to volunteer – don’t pick the person yourself. 

c. If needed, help the volunteer to get started and if they get stuck. 

3. Lead the group through the story to reinforce the main details of the story. Tell bits of the story, let the 

group “fill in the blanks”, and ask little content questions. 

The goal of this step is that everyone – both literate and oral learners – comprehends the story well, so that all 

are at the same level for the discussion that follows. 

Preparation 

Dale also briefly described the preparation process that the leader must follow beforehand: 

1. Learn the story well yourself first, including background and context information, so that you can tell it 

without reading it or even without notes. It is best to memorize the story. 

2. Think through the observations and applications well yourself! If you have not found the treasures 

yourself, you cannot lead others to find them. 

 

Finally, Dale & Carin assigned a new story to each of the main participants. Then we took a long lunch break to 

give Willie time to prepare his. 

First practice study 

 

After lunch Willie presented the “Brass Serpent” story from Numbers 21:4-9. He told it in a 

combination of English and Tok Pisin. The storytelling did not flow very well, but we all 

learned the story pretty well. The discussion was slow, but a lot of good insights came out 

of it. 

 

Wednesday 

Second modeled study 

Carin started the day by modeling a study of the “Two Prayers” story from Luke 18:9-14, again in simple English. 

Again the discussion time was very good, and we all felt that we had gotten a lot of good insights from the Bible 

story. 



Second practice study 

  

Soli presented the “Faith of the Centurion” story from Matthew 8:5:13. He told the 

story in simple English and Samo. He did it in pieces, essentially translating himself 

from English and Samo. Again the storytelling did not flow well, but a lot of good 

insights came out of the discussion time. 

 

 

Third practice study 

 

 Kilas presented the “Thief on the Cross” story from Luke 23:38-43. He also told the story 

in the same way as Soli, using simple English and Gobasi. The results were similar. 

 

 

 

Fourth practice study 

 

In the evening the Gobasi leaders held a church service for the community, and Tom 

practiced what he had learned with the “Jesus’ True Family” story from Matthew 12:46-

50. He told the story similar to the way Soli and Kilas had done it, with similar results. 

Later we were told that an older man had complained that he had not been prepared for 

the question and answer format of the discussion phase.  

 

Thursday 

Modeled study of an epistle passage, part 1 

Clyde started the day by introducing and reading an epistle passage that he would then lead an oral study of the 

next day. 

Evaluation of STS method 

Clyde led the group through an evaluation of the process as they had learned and practiced it so far. The 

participants gave feedback under three headings as follows: 

1. Happy – things they were happy about, things they thought went well. 

a. Because we are not using notes, we are getting the whole story into our heads. We won’t forget 

or lose anything. 

b. We are understanding the stories with our hearts. 

c. When we tell a story in our language, people will not forget it and they will tell it to others. 



d. Non-literates get the meaning from the discussion time. 

e. Everyone comes down to the same level and they feel equal whether they can read or not. 

f. The pastor feels confident and encouraged, because he has already grabbed the whole story. 

g. Once you know the whole story you can retell it anywhere. 

2. Struggled – Things they struggled with, things they thought did not go well. 

a. Often waited a long time for answers during the discussions. 

b. In the practice sessions, they went too quickly through the “learn the story“ step. 

c. During preparation couldn’t understand some English words. Then telling the stories in their 

own language was easy, but struggled to tell them and lead the discussions in Pidgin and English. 

d. Older people have trouble answering questions; it’s new to them as a way to discuss. 

e. Older people also had trouble understanding the stories. 

f. Got confused sometimes between observation and application questions. 

3. Next Time – Suggestions for the next time we hold an orality workshop. 

a. Similar to what Clyde did with the epistle passage (see above), introduce the story ahead of 

time, by giving the reference, maybe reading it or telling it one time. This could be at the 

beginning of a meeting, and then the rest of the study would be done later in the same meeting. 

Or the introduction could be given in one meeting and the main study would be in another 

meeting; this could be a morning and evening service on the same day, or it could be on 

different days. 

b. Take longer and spend more time on each of the steps of preparation and presentation, 

especially preparing the discussion time and presenting the lead-through step of learning the 

story. 

Understanding storytelling in the local context 

Clyde led a discussion of what orality looks like in this local context. We had Willie tell the story of a funny 

incident that happened a couple years ago when some of us were in a Samo village for a church opening.  We 

told Willie to tell it completely in Kubo without using any other language. Then we had Kilas, who had spent two 

years in the Suabi Bible School, retell the story in Gobasi – again without using any other language. Then Clyde 

asked the group to say what was different between how this story went and how the practice Bible stories had 

gone: 

1. We told this story like we talk, so it was understood more quickly. 

2. We started with our mother tongue and told the story directly in our mother tongue, so we had no 

problem telling it well. 

3. Storytelling is part of our culture, so we have no problem with it. We are already in the habit of telling 

stories. 

Next, Clyde elicited and wrote on the board the phrases in each of the languages for the two phases of 

presenting an oral Bible study: 

1. Tell a story. 

a. Kubo – ton susuwo. 

b. Samo – ton susula. 

c. Gobasi – to kolobsom. 



2. Discuss something. 

a. Kubo – ton towage toboo me. 

b. Samo – ton kola. 

c. Gobasi – to dehedobsom. 

Then Clyde elicited information about storytelling in the local context: 

1. Where stories are told. 

a. In the house. 

b. While traveling, to make the time pass more quickly. 

c. In the garden. 

d. In the community workplaces. 

i. At the school. 

 Parents on parent work days. 

 Teachers in the classroom, including pastors who come to teach Religious 

Instruction (R.I.) classes. 

ii. Church work days. 

iii. Health Services work days. 

e. At the washing places. 

f. While cooking. 

2. Who stories are told to. 

a. Relatives. 

b. Children. 

c. Students. 

d. Friends. 

3. How the storyteller and the listeners interact with each other. 

a. When something in the story is unfamiliar, the storyteller compares it to something the listeners 

are familiar with. 

b. When the listeners are unsure about something, they sometimes ask questions. 

c. The listeners laugh when the story is funny. 

d. Some people listen carefully and others don’t, depending on their interest in the story. 

e. The listeners interact with the storyteller to learn the story well enough to tell it to someone 

else. 

f. The most interesting stories sometimes get turned into dramas for Independence Day games. 

Conclusions for oral Bible study in this context 

Clyde tried to elicit suggestions of how to take what we’d learned in the workshop out into everyday life and 

how we could use what we’d learned about telling stories in everyday life to contextualize the STS method. This 

seemed too difficult or confusing, so we took a break, with the idea that we would keep thinking about it. When 

we came back together, he put the following together from what had already been said: 

Introduce the story ahead of time, by giving the reference, maybe reading it or telling it once. The 

introduction could be given in one meeting and the main study could be in another meeting; this could 

be a morning and evening service on the same day, or it could be on different days. 



This seems to follow the local pattern of giving people time to prepare informally for something that is planned 

for a more formal setting. It also takes the Bible stories into both informal and formal learning settings. Another 

very important principle seems to be that the stories need to be told smoothly all in one go in one language. In 

this context, this needs to be the local language. Then, especially for the benefit of any outsiders, it could be 

retold in Tok Pisin or even English. 

 

It is also important to remember that the participants learned the STS method and the stories in a very 

compressed manner, due to the limitations of time. Clyde and Johanna will monitor how the participants are 

doing over time as they get used to the method and practice it in their home contexts. 

Action plans, part 1 

We ended the day with a homework assignment to come back tomorrow with an action plan for each of the 

main participants to agree on as a group, with a communication plan for keeping in touch. We also said that 

Clyde and Johanna would plan to make a mentor visit to Suabi first, and then accompany Willie, as the district 

chairman, to the other two places. I also mentioned that this was a trial of the same idea that is planned for 

“Pastor’s Workshops”, a proposed mentored continuing education program for pastors that was recently 

approved by ECPNG’s North Fly Area Ministry Training Committee. 

Friday 

Third modeled study 

Clyde started the day by leading the study of Romans 1:16-17. During his preparation he had been amazed by 

how much story is hidden in the background. He told the story in one go in Samo and then retold it in simple 

English (almost a back-translation). Again, a lot of good insights came out of the discussion phase. Afterwards 

Willie told Clyde that he had told the story in Samo in a way that made the points of the passage very clear. 

Actions plans, part 2 

Each of the leading pastors gave their action plans: 

1. Willie 

a. Family devotions, Tuesdays – tell the Bible story, practice the study method. 

b. Evening service, Wednesdays – try the study method with the people. 

Try this, then make another plan. 

2. Soli 

a. Try it at home with my wife and other friends around first. 

b. Then try it in evening services, Wednesdays/Fridays. If that goes well, try it on Sunday in the 

main service. 

3. Kilas, for all the Yehebi participants – Try it in school in R.I., evening service, and women’s fellowship to 

see the interest of the people and to practice it ourselves. 

 

They also decided to come up on the HF radio network every Saturday at 5:30pm on frequency 5823. 



Concluding remarks 

Dale reinforced the need to learn the story well and prepare the observation and application phase ahead of 

time and gave some additional closing comments. 

Group photos 

Finally, we took some group photos with LeRoys’ and Willie’s cameras. Then we gave space for the weekly 

sports association games! At some stage in the afternoon while this report was being written, Kilas brought us 

two large bowls of food with freshly hunted pork! 

Saturday 
We continued writing this report. Dale, Clyde, Willie, and Soli also met to discuss further plans for the district 

and the North Fly area. We tentatively decided that the next workshop, scheduled for February, will produce a 

Bible survey set of stories that will be distributed on small audio players.  

Sunday 

     
A baptism service, the main service, and a communion service were all held today, with the workshop 

participants filling various roles throughout the day. In the main service, Willie preached on Haggai 1:1-6. He did 

a good job doing a lead-through, which was one of the steps the participants had struggled with during the 

workshop sessions. Then we had a common meal and showed the film End of the Spear.  


