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The Eight Conditions of Scripture Engagement Questionnaire: 
A Tool for Investigating Social and Cultural Factors Necessary for the 

Acceptance of Vernacular Scripture Translations 
 

Tim Hatcher, Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics Associate Instructor 
 
This questionnaire is one component in a larger system of Scripture Engagement analysis 
that employs several other important tools. Click for Part 1 and Part 2  of Wayne Dye's 
original articles on The Eight Conditions of Scripture Engagement.  Each condition within 
this model should be rated using the Welser Scale.  Click here for the Welser Scale article.  
Due to the variety and complexity within the field of Scripture Engagement, different 
conditions are scored differently.  The next article in this online journal explains the way 
each individual condition in this model should be scored using the Welser Scale. 

 
 
CONDITION 1 – APPROPRIATE LANGUAGE: The language, dialect and 
orthography used are considered acceptable for the Scriptures and sociolinguistic 
vitality is strong. 

 
Maintenance Factors  
1. THE GROUP IS NOT SWITCHING RAPIDLY TO ANOTHER LANGUAGE. In 
most cases the language being switched to is more widely used in that region and/or a 
language approved for official use.  What percentage of parents are teaching their 
children the vernacular?  What is the youngest generation that has some proficient 
speakers? What languages are used by men, women, children, and the elderly? What is 
the level of proficiency in each language among the elderly, men, women, and 
children? 
2. POTENTIAL READERS USE THEIR MOTHER TONGUE IN ENOUGH 
DOMAINS that they are likely not to opt to use a language other than their own. It's 
vital to examine what languages are used in what domains. List the domains of use for 
the vernacular and for other languages: government, media, education, trade, 
literature, home, conversations, gossip, ritual, arts, high religion, traditional religion, 
love, hate, emotions, dreams. Is the local language gaining domains, losing domains, 
or maintaining? What language(s) are used primarily in the domains of home, 
community, and religious practice? 
3. MOST MIDDLE AGED LEADERS of the ethnic group LIVE IN THE LOCAL 
AREA, and are sufficiently involved in local activities that they expect to see the local 
language used and model the use of the mother tongue. Does the middle aged 
leadership continue to live in the local area? 
 
Attitudinal Factors  
4. THE LOCAL LANGUAGE IS CONSIDERED HIGH ENOUGH FOR 
SCRIPTURES. How do people view their language in relation to the national 
language or trade language?  Do they see their language as on higher level, same 
level, or lower level than the LWC? What are their self-descriptions of their 
language? 
5. THE DIALECT USED IS ACCEPTABLE. Usually people accept a dialect, which 
is their own or the most prestigious one in that area, but they might reject other 
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dialects. What is the view of the dialect in which you are working? How does it 
compare to the prestige given other dialects? 
6. THE ORTHOGRAPHY IS READABLE AND ACCEPTABLE. The orthography 
must not be difficult to read, and it must be perceived as adequately prestigious. 
Orthography choice is very political and must be approached with care. What 
orthographic issues exist in your situation? 
7. Often a language of wider communication is used in the church. IN WHICH SUB-
DOMAINS OF CHURCH LIFE ARE VARIOUS LANGUAGES USED? What 
languages do pastors speak?  In which language do pastors receive their theological 
education? How long are pastors assigned to an area (especially if from outside the 
language area)?  Who makes the decisions about language use within the church – the 
pastor, local leaders, or regional denominational leaders? What languages are used for 
church sub-domains: (spoken) Bible readings, liturgy, sermon, prayer, songs, Bible 
studies, prayer meetings, youth meetings, Sunday School, (written) Bible readings, 
song books, prayer books, written notices?  What languages are spoken by those who 
attend church services?  What is their level of comprehension  of the language(s) used 
in church? What mix of languages is necessary to best communicate the Scriptures in a 
service?  What other domains for vernacular Scripture engagement exist or could exist 
outside the life of formal church services, e.g. personal devotions, Scripture 
meditation, Bible studies, listening groups, storying groups, local artistic expressions, 
evangelism?  
8. The LOCAL LANGUAGE AND CULTURE MUST BE CONSIDERED 
APPROPRIATE FOR USE IN CHRISTIAN WORSHIP OR TEACHING. Even when 
the local language is used for most domains of life and is definitely appropriate for 
traditional religious thinking, it may be considered inappropriate for use in Christian 
worship or teaching. This view can be held due to a belief that God is high and distant 
and thus must be addressed in the high language as a president would be and that mid-
level deities are best addressed in the vernacular.  Alternatively, this belief could be 
held by Christians groups who believe that the vernacular language is inextricably tied 
to the traditional religion, thus creating the impression that the vernacular language is 
inherently evil.  Is the local language considered appropriate  or inappropriate for 
Christian expression?  If it is considered inappropriate, what reason is given? 
 

CONDITION 2 – ACCEPTABLE TRANSLATION: People accept that translation as 
God’s word for them. 

 
1. The expatriate and national TRANSLATORS ARE RESPECTED as moral 
people, the kind of people who should be involved with handling sacred texts. 
What is the level of respect accorded to expatriate and national translators?  How 
do people in the community describe their moral standing and academic 
qualifications? What are the reasons given for this respect/disrespect? 
2. Christian stakeholders, if present, approve and promote the translation. If local church or 
missionary leadership is indifferent towards a vernacular translation, or worse yet, reject 
it, the translation will have diminished impact. What opinion of the translation project is 
held by local denominational leaders and expatriate missionaries? 
3. The TRANSLATED SCRIPTURES are seen as an ACCURATE RENDERING of the 
original and DOCTRINALLY CORRECT. What is the opinion of the local leadership 
regarding the accuracy and doctrinal reliability of the translation? What is the opinion of 
the local lay people regarding the accuracy and doctrinal reliability of the translation? 
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4. Local leaders approve the STYLE of the translation as appropriate for sacred texts . 
Some groups want it to be adapted to local speaking style; others want it close in 
grammatical form to the original. What style do the various groups in your context 
believe is most appropriate for sacred texts? What reasons do they give for this? 
5.  Agreement has been attained on the selection of KEY BIBLICAL TERMS used. 
Terms for salvation, grace, the Holy Spirit, etc., must be translated carefully, and with 
the approval of local church leadership. The translation of these KEY BIBLICAL 
TERMS is extremely important for the full communication of the Christian message. 
The wrong choice of words will result in misunderstanding and distortion of that 
message. What controversies over key terms have occurred?  What are the criteria for 
selecting key biblical terms in your context? What is the level of local involvement in 
this process? 
6. The FORMATTING of Scripture products must be considered  APPROPRIATE 
FOR THE BIBLE OR OTHER HOLY BOOKS if the group is non-Christian.  For 
printed text: what is the response to testing of possible covers, pictures, etc?  For non-
print media: what kind of formatting or presentation is necessary to communicate that 
the Scripture product is holy in nature? 

 
 
CONDITION 3 – ACCESSIBLE FORMAT: People are able to hear the Scriptures read 
or to read it for themselves. 

 
   ORALITY 

1. Most Bible translation programs should include an oral storytelling component.  Is this 
primarily an oral or print oriented society? What are the literacy rates for each age group 
and gender? Do people communicate important information or ideas primarily through oral 
means or through print? Do people communicate religious information (Christian or non-
Christian) primarily through oral means or through print? Is entertainment primarily 
through oral means or through print? What are the preferred media of communication for 
different kinds of religious knowledge? How often do members of the community read for 
pleasure? 
2. What is the most natural way to engage the culture orally?  Through oral storying? Through electronic 
media?  Through reading aloud to Bible study groups? What current oral approaches exist? What oral 
approaches should be developed?  What groups could the team partner with to offer an oral component to 
the translation project? 
 
MEDIA 
3. Electronic media via mobile phones, micro SD cards, MP3 players, CDs cassettes, 
radio, or others are often popular and widely used. What kinds of media do the people in the 
group utilize? In the church?  In the community? What video technologies exist in your 
area? TV, VCR, DVD, internet, mobile phone? What are the use patterns for these 
technologies?  What is the level of use for each medium?  What kinds of technology are 
likely to be in use in the next five years? Based on the data above, what is the best mix of 
media for this context?  What electronic media-based Scripture products exist? What should 
be developed? 
4. If electronic media exists, what systems, like listening groups, exist for facilitating use in 
groups? 
5. What systems are in place to ensure that Scripture media products are consultant 
checked prior to distribution? What systems are in place to ensure that Scripture media 
products are community checked prior to distribution? 
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ETHNIC ARTS 
6. Ethnic arts are valuable in almost all ethnic groups. What are some forms of artistic 
expression in the area (music, dance, visual)?  How are these used to communicate different 
kinds of information?  What kind of overlap exists between local proverbs and biblical 
proverbs? What are the oral discourse styles for the group?  What are the traditional 
storytelling approaches? What ethnic arts are already used in Christian ministry? What 
should be developed? 
7. What systems are in place to ensure that artistic materials and performances are consultant 
checked prior to distribution? What systems are in place to ensure that artistic materials and 
performances are community checked prior to distribution? 
 
LITERACY 
8. What systems exist for teaching literacy?  Transfer literacy?  What means exist for church 
leaders and interested Christians to read or learn to read  local language Scripture (adult 
literacy resources)? What are the communities' desires regarding literacy? 
9. Describe the variety of materials at various instructional levels and interest levels designed 
for a variety of intended audiences. 
10. Based on levels of literacy, local motivation for literacy, and current and projected local 
use patterns, what percentage of resources (both human and financial) should be devoted to 
literacy strategies? What percentage of resources (both human and financial) should be 
devoted to non-print media strategies? 

 
CONDITION 4 – BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE: People can understand enough 
Christian teaching to make sense of the Scriptures, and they know how to learn new 
things from Scripture. 
 

1. Local believers must understand enough of the HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL 
CONTEXT of the BIBLE for the Scriptures to make sense. Cultural information that 
addresses specific culturally-based misunderstandings is essential. What resources 
exist for the church to teach the historical and cultural backgrounds of the biblical 
narrative?  
2. Local believers need a BROAD OVERVIEW OF THE STORY OF SCRIPTURE to 
make sense of the text.  Providing this meta-narrative of Scripture helps people 
understand the chronological and historical relationship between different characters and 
events in Scripture. What resources exist to effectively teach the meta-narrative of 
Scripture? 
3. People engage more with Scripture when they understand the CORE THEMES 
OF SCRIPTURE. Simple introductory two-week workshops like the SALT Course 
or the BELT Course successfully communicate the basic motifs of Scripture in the 
vernacular. Seminaries can do this also, but lack of communication in the mother-
tongue may mean that SALT or BELT Courses are needed to help pastors 
internalize these themes. What resources exist to communicate the basic themes of 
Scripture?  How effective are these tools in making these ideas understandable? 
4. In the long term, the communication of these ideas is the WORK OF THE CHURCHES, 
but initial training is essential to introduce these ideas to church leaders. What sorts of 
training in cultural background knowledge, meta-narrative, and themes exist for 
pastors?  
5. Bible teaching needs to CONTINUE INDEFINITELY, another reason that any role in 
this taken by SIL members must be shifted quickly to others to be sustainable. What 
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resources exist for passing on systems for teaching background knowledge to pastors 
and the laity? 

 
 
CONDITION 5 – AVAILABILITY: Everyone who wants a copy of Scripture 
publications in appropriate forms can obtain one without too much effort or cost. 

 
1. A system for DISTRIBUTION AND SALES, and promotion are needed for 
this. What book distribution and sales mechanisms already exist? 
2. MISSIONARIES AND PASTORS are key people for ADVERTISING 
SCRIPTURES and encouraging their use, but they are seldom good 
distribution points for them. It is essential for 
missionaries to know what vernacular Bible translations and Scripture and products are 
available in their regions and to promote the awareness and use of these translations, 
even when missionaries do not speak or understand all of the minority languages. In 
what ways could the local pastors and missionaries encourage and advertise vernacular 
Scripture? 
3. It is usually necessary to have a TRAINED PERSON RESPONSIBLE for 
SUSTAINABLE distribution. What pastors could recommend a member of their 
church to be trained and hired for such a role? 
4. The FINANCES of DISTRIBUTION must be effective. Who is gifted in your group 
for managing an adequate financial system for distribution? What is the level of 
sustainability of the current financial system?  What elements make the system more 
or less sustainable? 
5. Often distribution of printed Scriptures is effective while the DISTRIBUTION OF 
ALTERNATIVE MEDIA is neglected. All forms must have effective distribution 
channels. What other products and/or Scripture based products are available for 
distribution? What are the distribution issues that are unique to these particular 
products? 
6. Distribution through MOBILE PHONES and SMARTPHONES is a growing 
aspect of availability. What kind of mobile phone coverage exists in the target 
language area?  What is planned? What percentage of people only have talk/text 
phones (non-internet enabled)? What percentage have smartphones?  How do people 
use phones, as phones, media players, web surfing devices?  In what ways are 
people currently using micro SD cards to distribute media? Bluetoothing? How soon 
will smartphones be present in twenty percent of homes? What efforts have the 
Bible translation team made to use this distribution channel? 
7. Due to increased ease of travel, almost every ethnolinguistic group has significant 
populations living outside their ancestral home. Such DIASPORA COMMUNITIES 
may live in a large cities within the country, the regional or national capital, or in 
entirely different countries. What efforts have been made to locate significant 
diaspora communities outside the home area?  What kinds of  plans exist for 
promoting awareness and providing access to vernacular Scripture materials for 
diaspora communities?  Which ministries working in the areas where diaspora 
populations live could be partnered with to distribute vernacular Scripture products? 
(If significant diaspora communities exist, they should be analyzed distinctly from 
the home area communities and thus given separate Welser Scale rating.) 
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CONDITION 6 – SPIRITUAL HUNGER: People in that ethnic group turn to the 
Scriptures for solutions to their problems. 

 
Evaluative Factor 
1. SPIRITUAL HUNGER IS SATISFIED WHEN PEOPLE TURN TO THE WORD OF 
GOD FOR THE ANSWERS FOR THEIR LIFE CHALLENGES. Do an adequate 
number and variety of Scripture products exist (story sets, booklets, dramas, songs, 
videos, radio programs, etc.) that speak 
directly to the various FELT NEEDS of the community listed below? Is spiritual hunger 
so unusually high within the community that people are already instinctively turning to 
the Word of God for the answers to their particular life challenges? (NOTE: This is 
highly atypical. Strongly question an informant who claims that a situation is this 
positive. Such descriptions must be verified with examples demonstrating that this is the 
case.) 
 
Descriptive Factors 
2. SPIRITUAL HUNGER can be addressed through the identification of felt needs in a 
community and the demonstration of how Scriptures address these needs. What are the 
felt needs in the community? What are the biggest problems that people face? What are 
people afraid of? Where do they go to get their needs met? What spiritual means do 
people employ to maintain good health?  What do they do if they are sick? What is the 
level of satisfaction with their current means of meeting their needs?  
3. DISCOVERING THE HOLY SPIRIT'S WORK in a community is key. What is the 
difference between good and bad behavior; examples? What are the causes of bad 
behavior? What are the characteristics of the most respected people in the community? 
What are the characteristics of those who are not respected?  What are the moral issues 
that members of the community are most concerned about? What are their legitimate 
moral ideals? (NOTE: This may not be a strong place of conviction for you personally, 
but often indicates the way God is working among your host community.) What do they 
feel guilt or shame about?  How can missionaries show the Bible's answers to these 
concerns?  In what ways can people be shown that Christ and the Bible will help them 
reach their legitimate moral ideals better than their current religious/moral resources? 
4. Many individuals and most societies have suffered traumatic loss and thus need 
HEALING FROM TRAUMA. Describe any significant trauma that has occurred in this 
context? Who could benefit from a trauma healing workshop in your area? What other 
efforts (if any) have been made to bring healing to people's life issues through God's 
Word? What are the divisive issues in the society? What gives people a sense of being in 
community? What negative influences on the society come from the outside? How can 
the Bible address these issues? 
5. What are the local LIFE CYCLE RITUALS or ANNUAL AGRICULTURAL 
RITUAL CYCLE?  What practices are involved?  What beliefs are involved?  What are 
the functions of these rituals? How can God and Scripture fulfill these needs? What 
beliefs and practices disagree with Scripture? Which need to be modified?  Which agree 
with Scripture?  Which forms can be adapted and infused with Scriptural content? 
6. LOCAL COSMOLOGY must be addressed from a Scriptural perspective. What is the 
local view of mid-level deities like angels, demons, Satan, ancestors, animal spirits, or 
geographical spirits (spirits associated with particular mountains, rivers, trees, rocks, 
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etc.)? What Bible passages (if any) do people apply to their local deities? 
7. A general sense of DISSATISFACTION WITH CURRENT SOLUTIONS is a sign of 
increasing spiritual hunger.  This can be manifested as increased interest in existing 
religion, revival movements, utopian movements, the rise of new religious systems, or 
even enthusiastic political movements.  Describe any movements in the area?  Describe 
any increased religious activity in the area?  What were the possible motivations or 
causes for these movements? 

 
CONDITION 7 – FREEDOM TO COMMIT: People are spiritually free to follow Christ 
wholeheartedly, including turning from ancestor worship, traditional magic, fetish 
worship and other practices when those conflict with the teaching of the Bible. 
 

1. FAMILY UNITY. Social factors, the need for family unity in religious practices, are a 
crucial part of the hindrance to Christian commitment. How do current social 
structures encourage or discourage commitment to Christ? How would following 
Christ affect family unity? 
2. NON-CHRISTIAN RELIGIONS are often a strong source of group identity. For 
example, some Italians say “to be Italian is to be Catholic.”  To what degree do locals 
associate a non-Christian religion with their identity?  Describe efforts by believers or 
missionaries to offer alternative models of how to follow Christ and retain local 
identity? 
3. These BELIEFS ARE OFTEN VERY DEEP; they are the things rural people “know” 
are true. How deeply do people believe their religious system?  
4. PROTECTION FROM EVIL. Traditional religious systems claim to offer 
protection from witches, ghosts, local demons, or other perceived sources of evil 
attack. From which evils do people seek protection? What means do people use 
to address these issues? How do local expressions of Christianity respond to 
these issues?  To what degree are people afraid to turn away from non-Christian 
religions for fear of supernatural consequences or retribution?  To what degree does the 
society fear that if one person refuses to participate in the religion that they will 
all be punished? What do they believe would be the spiritual results of 
abandoning their religion (e.g. one language group in Central America believed 
that if they stopped practicing their rituals, the world would end)? 
5. SPIRITUAL OPPOSITION. In addition to the social hindrances, which can 
be delineated by any anthropologist, there are real spiritual hindrances to Bible 
reading and understanding of Christian teaching which comes directly from 
Satanic opposition. This operates below the surface of events, but is a crucial 
aspect of the problem. What examples illustrate spiritual opposition to 
engagement with the Scriptures? 
6. Another form of social pressure is from governments enacting LEGAL 
RESTRICTIONS against Christianity or against changing one's religious 
affiliation.  What laws exist that restrict Christianity or conversion?  How 
consistently does the government enforce these laws?  Do people see these 
laws as moral, immoral, other? How serious do the people consider these 
laws? 
7. NOMINALISM MAY BE ACCEPTABLE. One hindrance is lack of 
commitment to Christian growth.  In some culturally Christian areas, there may 
be strong resistance to moving forward in faith. This affects willingness to read 
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the Bible and the degree to which Bible reading leads to changed lives. How 
does the current form of Christianity encourage or discourage seeking spiritual 
growth?  What are local Christian attitudes toward going to church and 
engaging with the Bible?  Are these seen as lifeless ritual or a vital, important 
means to spiritual growth? 

 
CONDITION 8 – PARTNERING WITH LOCAL CHURCHES AND OTHER 
MISSIONS: The translation of the Scriptures and their subsequent use is primarily the 
task of the church. The job of mission agencies and Bible translation organizations is to 
assist the local churches in achieving their goals. 

 
1. OWNERSHIP. Scripture Engagement is enhanced when a community feels a sense 
of ownership not only of the translated Scriptures, but also of the translation process. 
Local church leadership should view vernacular Bible translation projects as 
extensions of their own ministries. How is the Bible translation program viewed by 
local leadership?  To what degree do local leaders view the translation as their Bible 
translation program or the work of an outside agency?  How are local leaders involved 
in the translation program? As members of the board? As reviewers? 
2. APPROVAL BY CHURCH AND MISSIONARY LEADERSHIP. Research has 
demonstrated that when missionary and local church leaders use and promote local 
language and vernacular translations, they are more likely to be used by locals. Which 
missions and churches are already working in the language area? What is the view of 
the translation among other missionaries and local church leaders? What are the official 
language policies of these groups at a) the national level, b) the regional level? How are 
these language policies applied locally? How much speaking ability of the vernacular 
language do missionaries, pastors, and church official have?  How much do they 
promote and encourage vernacular language Scripture? Frequent reassignment to 
different areas may mean they do not have time to learn the local language. How long 
are missionaries or pastors assigned to the language area? 
3. SERVANTHOOD ETHOS. Local church and missionary leaders must perceive Bible 
translators as servants of the local church. Similarly, expatriate Bible translation groups 
must perceive themselves as servants to the goals and leadership of the local church and 
of other missions. SERVANTS OF THE LOCAL CHURCH:  To what degree is the Bible 
translation program perceived as serving the local church rather than the local church 
serving the Bible translation program? Do they view it as a vital part of their own 
ministry?  Do they see it as a program that is diverting resources away from their own 
work?  SERVANTS OF OTHER MISSIONARIES: What other missions are present in the 
context?  How can the Bible translation program serve the needs of these other missions? 
How can the Bible translation program, all the mission agencies, and all the churches 
work together in an integrated way toward some common goals encouraging scripture 
engagement?  
4. NON-SECTARIAN BIBLE TRANSATIONS. Vernacular translations should belong to 
the whole church and should not be perceived as being overly influenced by one 
denomination or mission more than another. Which churches feel ownership of the 
translation? Which churches feel that the translation “belongs” to other churches?  
Which groups feel excluded from the process due to denominational reasons?  Which 
churches have not expressed interest in the translation program?  How could they 
become engaged? 
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5. CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN LEADERSHIP STYLES within multi-cultural 
partnerships are frequently the cause of conflict. What efforts have been made to 
discover and appreciate indigenous leadership styles, decision making processes, 
and planning approaches? 
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