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Bargam Awareness Campaign

by Mark Hepner

Preliminary remarks about the awareness campaign
Late in 2001, about ten months prior to the dedication of the Bargam New

Testament, we started doing an ‘Awareness Campaign’ around the language group
to promote both the translation and the New Testament (NT) dedication.  We
work in an area on the North Coast of the Madang Province where the stability of
the vernacular is being dramatically affected by the use of Tok Pisin (trade
language), and so during the campaign, we also made a concerted effort to
emphasize the value of retaining Bargam as their mother tongue.

The idea for the campaign was developed during the nearly two months my
co-worker, Lazarus Tumuw, and I spent together while working on the typesetting
phase of publishing the Bargam NT.  Since the typeset NT was to be sent to the
printers nearly a full year before the dedication, we decided to take advantage of
the intervening time to try and prepare the Bargam people as best we could for
receiving and reading their new translation when it became available.  Part of the
motivation to do the awareness campaign stemmed from a firm belief on my
part, that reading the Bible in the vernacular is, for many people in many parts of
this country, an innovation that needs to be adopted.  People need to be persuaded
that adopting this new behavior is worth the effort required to make the change
(i.e. they need to be persuaded that it is beneficial and preferable to their current
way of doing things, which in this case, is reading the Scriptures in Tok Pisin).1

This idea was also a factor in how we planned and structured the program for the
sessions.  Thus each session contained the following four components: 1)
celebration of the vernacular, 2) transfer literacy, 3) promotion of the translated
Scriptures, 4) advertisement of the coming dedication.

[Mark and Carol Hepner and family began work among the Bargam
people of Madang Province, Papua New Guinea in 1982.  Bargam
speakers number approximately 5,000. The Bargam New Testament
was dedicated on July 13, 2002.]

1 See Everett Rodgers, 1983, Diffusion of Innovations , New York:
The Free Press (3 rd ed.) for a very thorough treatment of the promotion
and adoption of innovations.
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Arrangements were always made several weeks ahead of time with the leaders
in each village (usually the local government council or his committee) regarding
the day and time we would come to conduct the awareness session.  This involved
a good deal of travel around the language group, since often more than one visit
was needed to firm up the date with the village leaders.  Fortunately for us,
almost all Bargam villages are accessible by road, which simplified the task greatly
and meant we could visit a large number of villages in a single day.

Team members included myself, Lazarus Tumuw who, besides being my
main co-worker on the translation, is a naturally gifted and exuberant literacy
teacher, Lukas Subar, another trained literacy teacher, and usually one or two
Bargam language committee members from the area in which the session was to
be conducted.  These men, mostly older village leader-types, would come along
to support what we were doing by their presence and at the end of each session
would speak about the coming dedication and request the community’s help in
hosting it.

We aimed to arrive at each village by
10:00 AM.  Always we would wait for one
or two hours, sometimes longer, for the
people to gather. This gave us plenty of time
to position the truck, hang the large
blackboard from the back and write out the
two Bargam worship songs we would be
singing.  Other materials we used were:
lapboards, chalk and dusters (enough for
thirty people), a large chart with the Lord’s
Prayer translated into Bargam, copies of a

published Bargam folk-tale that we used in the reading club component, New
Testament dedication brochures and a supply of vernacular publications to offer
for sale.

Awareness campaign
program
1.  Opening worship service

Every awareness session began
with an opening worship service.  The
two simple choruses which had
already been written on the blackboard
were taught and then sung to guitar
accompaniment.
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Then a poster containing the Lord’s Prayer
translated into Bargam was hung up and taught
and then prayed together.  Special mention was
made of the Bargam expression for ‘amen’.

Next I began the Bible teaching segment by
reading 1 Cor. 10.31 from the Bargam NT and
citing Paul’s words as the reason for beginning
the program with worship:

So whether you eat or drink or whatever
you do, do it all for the glory of God.
This was followed by additional Scripture

reading and teaching on the value and use of vernacular based mainly on the
Tower of Babel story from Gen. 11.  First however, I would read Gen. 1.26-28:

26 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and
let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the
livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move
along the ground.” 27 So God created man in his own image, in the
image of God he created him; male and female he created them.
28 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in
number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and
the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the
ground.” (NIV, emphasis added)
I especially emphasized the command in 1.28 to ‘fill the earth and subdue

it,’ in order to contrast it with the people’s subsequent behavior in Gen. 11.1-9.
There, contrary to God’s command, they determined to build a city and a tall
tower, “so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the
face of the whole earth.” (vs. 4)  When God sees what they are up to, he ‘confuses’
their language and in so doing, “scattered them from there over all the earth, and
they stopped building the city… From there the LORD scattered them over the
face of the whole earth.”  From this I concluded that God divided the original
one language into many in order to make the people carry out his original intention
for mankind (specifically to scatter and take possession of the whole earth).  The
application then, was that God, who never does anything bad, did a good thing in
giving the different people groups their different languages.  He did it with the
intention that each different language would be the means by which that particular
group would follow his will for them.

Then Tumuw would take a turn teaching.  After reviewing the Tower of
Babel story again, with an amusing rendition of what it would have been like to
try asking each other for hammers and saws in different languages, he would
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proceed to a survey of the gospel
passages in which the actual Aramaic
words of Jesus are recorded.  After
mentioning each instance in turn (Mk
5.41, talitha koum!; 7.34, ephphatha!;
15.34, Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?),
he stressed the fact that Jesus prayed to
God in his own mother tongue.  Finally,
he would give personal testimony to
receiving answers to prayers prayed to

God in Bargam, showing that God does indeed hear prayers prayed in the
vernacular.  To this was added his experience of reading from the Bargam book
of Mark in the presence of an older man, who after hearing, commented that
previously, having heard God’s word only in Tok Pisin, he had concluded that
the God of the Bible was only the God of white-skins and that there must be
some other god for Papua New Guineans.  But now, hearing the Bible read in his
own language made him think that the God of Bible was his God too!

After this rather lengthy teaching time (the whole worship time could take an
hour or more), we would sing the songs again, pray the Lord’s Prayer together
once more, and conclude with a final prayer.  All this was done in the vernacular,
of course.

2.  Team member introductions

Following the worship service, each of the team members would stand and
introduce themselves and tell what their role was, e.g. language committee
member, prep-school teacher, translator, etc. In a language group of 5,000 many
people were not personally acquainted with me.  So this was an ideal opportunity
to help them get to know me, the reason I was there, a bit about my family.

3.  Transfer literacy

Next on the program was the transfer
literacy component.  This was a major
part of the awareness session and was
largely concerned with teaching the
glottal stop, which we represent with the
letter ‘q’.  I began by demonstrating
briefly the great similarity between the
Bargam orthography and the
orthography of Tok Pisin.  Then I would
launch into the explanation of the glottal
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stop. I would write a sentence on the blackboard and pronounce it without the
glottal stops.  Always, everyone would agree that it sounded bad, like some
outsider trying to speak their language but not getting it right.  Then I would fill
in the glottal stops, using the letter ‘q’ and say the sentence again, demonstrating
how necessary it was to write this particular sound in order for the words to have
the true sound of Bargam.  Following this I would teach the basic phonetics of
the glottal stop, demonstrating what it was and how it functioned to stop the flow
of air from the throat, just as the other stops such as ‘p’, ‘t’ and ‘k’ did.  To
emphasize this point, I would contrast the glottal stop with other consonants in
identical environments. I then recounted the history of the language committee’s
decision to use the ‘q’ to represent the glottal stop.  They had agreed, after viewing
sample texts in which the glottal stop was represented by each of the ‘unused’
letters in English (c, j, v, x, q), as well as the apostrophe and also without it being
written at all, that the ‘q’ was the best choice and should be used to represent the
glottal stop.

I would then switch gears slightly and talk about the richness of Bargam as
opposed to the relative simplicity and limited vocabulary of Tok Pisin.  I used
examples of vocabulary and verbal tense to show how expressive Bargam was
and how in many respects it more closely resembled English than Tok Pisin.  For
example:

Tok Pisin Bargam

katim  ‘cut’ urot ‘cut’
katkatim ‘cut repeatedly’ urottay ‘sever’

qway ‘chop’
qwatay ‘chop through’
qwabiyay ‘chop and break’
qwaninal ‘mince’
qwatur ‘cut through to the inside of the object’
qwazilay ‘split lengthwise’
qwasireq ‘split apart’
huliliq ‘cut into sections’

karim           ‘carry’ sor ‘carry in arms’
wiy ‘carry a net bag slung on head’
kuq ‘carry on head’
bideq ‘carry slung on shoulder’
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During this section I would exhort the
people not to neglect teaching their children
Bargam and give evidence to combat the
idea that teaching their children Tok Pisin
was a way to help them excel at community
school.

At this point the Bargam literacy
teachers would take over and lead the
people in practising reading and
writing Bargam.  After distributing
lapboards, chalk and erasers, the participants would first practise writing by
copying words written on the blackboard.  Then they would practise spelling by
writing words dictated to them.  Along the way the glottal stop continued to be
emphasized, as well as other spelling conventions such as writing ‘y’ and ‘w’ at
the end of syllables, as opposed to ‘i’ and ‘u’ as in Tok Pisin.

After this writing and spelling practice,
Tumuw would lead them in a creative
writing session, which we called ‘story
time’.  The idea was to get the participants
to write down a very brief personal
narrative of some recent experience.  First,
Tumuw would write one or two simple
stories of his own on the large blackboard
to give them the idea of what was wanted.
Then they would be instructed to write one
of their own.  The size of the lapboards

limited the story length to just two or three
sentences.  When they were finished,
Tumuw would go around and read each one
out loud.  Often the stories were humorous,
eliciting laughter and making the whole
exercise a lot of fun.

Following this, Tumuw would go on to
lead them in a game of thinking up words
that contained the glottal stop letter ‘q’.   As
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the participants called out words, he would write them on the blackboard.  If the
word didn’t include the letter ‘q’, Tumuw would circle it.  The object was for the
participants to fill up the board with correct words before accumulating ten circled
words.  If they did, they won.  If Tumuw collected ten circled words before the
board was filled, he won.  This turned
out to be a very popular game
everywhere we went.

4.  Reading club component

After this extended reading and
writing practice, we handed out
copies of a published Bargam folk-
tale and read it together in unison, in

what we call a reading club.  There are
several benefits to practising reading
fluency in this way.  This type of literature
is culturally and cognitively familiar.

Reading together out loud gives the
exercise a social aspect that makes it quite
enjoyable for the participants.  Also, no
one is embarrassed if he or she stumbles

in their reading, because the sound of everyone reading aloud in unison covers
up any mistakes made.  Since the Bargam orthography closely resembles that of
Tok Pisin, most literate participants found out that with the brief but intensive
transfer literacy instruction they had received, they were able to read the Bargam
story with understanding and answer content questions.

5.  Closing worship component

Following the reading club, we would have a closing worship component.  A
selected passage from the translated NT was read to give the people a taste of the
translation.  Usually the passage was on the topic of how a person who puts his
or her faith in Jesus becomes a new person.  This was related to a familiar literary
motif contained in the story they had just read, which provided a good cultural
analogy for the idea expressed in the Scripture reading.  After this teaching time,
we sang the songs again, repeated the Lord’s Prayer together one last time and
had a closing prayer.
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6.  New Testament dedication promotion component

Next came a brief time of advertising the coming New Testament dedication.
At this point we handed out a brochure that contained details as to time and place
and the cost of purchasing a New Testament.  Pictured on the outside was a
reproduction of the cover of the New Testament.  On the inside, in addition to the
information mentioned above, we included the songs they had learned during
the day as well as the Lord’s Prayer.  Normally one or two language committee
members would stand up at this time and tell about the plans being made for the
dedication and request the community’s help in hosting it.

7.  Vernacular publication distribution component

Last of all we offered vernacular publications for sale.  These included,
Genesis, “How the Jews Lived,” Jonah, Ruth and Esther in one volume, the story
book they had just read together, as well as one or two other traditional stories
published in booklet form.  We found that in almost every village people were
eager to purchase materials in order to keep practising reading in anticipation of
the coming NT dedication.  We also took this opportunity to pre-sell New
Testaments.

Concluding comments

We believe that this awareness campaign was one of the most important things
we have done in the course of our language program.  Attendance varied from 10
or 12 to as many as 60 or 70, with the average being in the neighborhood of 25 to
30.  The sessions were held in twenty-three villages and with a combined total
attendance of around 600 people of all ages.  Many people were assisted in
transferring their reading skills to the vernacular and hundreds of pieces of Bargam
literature were distributed.

The only real difficulty experienced was that concentrating the entire 23
sessions in three brief village stays meant that we conducted at least two, and
often three sessions a week.  This made it somewhat wearying on both myself
and my Bargam co-workers.  A normal session included one to two hours of
waiting for people to gather, and then between four and five hours to complete
the full program. At least one of the Bargam team members struggled with being
tied to the pre-arranged schedule, especially when other important activities vied
for his attention and involvement.  Spreading the sessions out over a longer period
would have greatly reduced some of these stresses.

Almost everywhere we went, the people requested that we come back and do
more of the same kind of thing.  Many were sincerely thankful for our coming
and for the work we were doing which, in their view, would help ensure the



 15

preservation of the Bargam language. Often they made statements to the effect
that if they had known what the program was going to be like, there would have
been a better attendance.  This suggests that to be most effective, this type of
awareness activity should happen more than once over the course of a language
program, if possible.

Concerning the dedication, almost every village eventually became involved
in one way or another, either by providing food or participating in the program.
There was good attendance at the dedication itself and we estimate the crowd to
have numbered well over 1,000.  Over 70 New Testaments were pre-sold during
the course of the campaign and in the days leading up to the dedication.

Finally, we believe that a good start has been made towards changing
community attitudes towards the vernacular and encouraging its continued use,
particularly in all aspects of an individual’s spiritual life.✍
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