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IDENTIFY AND DEFEND THE SIGNIFICANT ELEMENTS IN YOUR 

THEOLOGY OF CHRISTIAN MISSION, AND EXPLAIN THE WAYS IN 

WHICH YOU SEEK TO EXPRESS THIS THEOLOGY IN YOUR PRACTICE OF 

MISSION. 

Since 1985 I have been a member of Wycliffe Bible Translators, an interdenominational 

mission which exists to promote the translation and use of the Scriptures amongst 

minority language groups. During this time I have served as part of the team translating 

the New Testament into the Kouya1 language of Central Ivory Coast, and in a variety of 

leadership and training roles. My current responsibilities include overseeing strategic 

planning for Bible translation projects in Central Africa.  

BASIC CONCEPTS 

This essay will only consider ‘pioneer Bible translation’ that is the initial translation into 

new languages (generally, minority language groups) rather than the subsequent revision 

of translations or the production of new translations in languages such as English.  

Bible translation is a complex exercise and can be conceptualised in a number of different 

ways. For our purposes we will consider the process of Bible translation as consisting of 

three distinct activities; translation proper (drafting, revising, checking and publishing), 

the use and interpretation of the translation by the target community and the ancillary 

tasks of linguistic analysis, literacy and community development which provide the 

support for the whole project. Where necessary we will distinguish between these 

activities, often using the initials BT to refer to the whole process. 

Another way to conceptualise BT is to view it as an interaction between God, through his 

recorded word, and human languages and culture. This interaction occurs in two distinct 

and apparently contradictory fashions. 

At the translation desk, translators seek to understand the target language and culture so 

that they can convey the message expressed in the original Scriptures in a way that will 
                                                 
1 http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=kyf 
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speak clearly in the new situation. The Hebrew and Greek original is reshaped to fit the 

structures of a different language. Things which were clear in the original cultural context 

have to be re-expressed or made explicit in order to be understood in the new situation. 

However, the overwhelming desire of the translator is that the translated text should 

convey the message of the original as accurately as possible2 and a lengthy process of 

checks and review help to make this a reality. 

The translator acts as a bridge between the Biblical culture of the text and the target 

culture. The community who receive the translation stand fully within the target culture 

and read and apply the message from that context. For the translator, the target culture is 

the end point of their work, but for the language community it is the starting point. They 

read the Scriptures in their own language, interpreting them according to the norms of 

their society and examining their culture in the light of what they have learned. The 

translator has a limited role in translating the text, but the community has an open ended 

role applying the text to an almost limitless set of circumstances and issues.  

The translator strives for accuracy in his work, but he ultimately has no control over how 

the community will choose to interpret the translated text.  

1 .  BIBLE TRANSLATION AS AN HISTORIC PHENOMENUM 

The translation of the Scriptures has a long and distinguished history. At the time of 

Christ the Old Testament was widely available in the Greek of the LXX. Even in the 

original Greek, the Gospels are translations of words first spoken in Aramaic. The 

principle that God’s message could be communicated in a variety of languages was 

illustrated clearly on the day of Pentecost when the Spirit gave people from all over the 

world the ability to hear the message of the Apostles in their own language. 

From the start of the Christian Era the use of vernacular languages and the translation of 

the Scriptures has been important to the Church3. There have been particular 

                                                 
2 Though translators argue over the definition of accuracy.  
3 LaTourette p.77, Sanneh 89 p.67 
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communities which have privileged one language or translation over all others (the 

mediaeval Catholic church’s reverence for the Latin Vulgate being, perhaps the best 

example of this) and Christians continue to argue over the best techniques and models to 

be used in translation4 but as a rule Christians have promoted Bible translation such that 

there are portions of the Scriptures now available in over 2,000 languages5. 

2.  THE BIBLE TRANSLATOR AS PROCLAIMER 

Despite the importance which the church has attached to BT, there are those who regard 

it as tangential to the church’s mission. For many, mission is proclaiming the gospel and 

the missionary is a preacher or teacher. People recruited as translators sometimes find it 

hard to raise personal support because ‘translation is not front-line mission work’6’.  

However, the role of the translator is to clearly express the Word of God in a new culture. 

In this sense, the translator is analogous to a preacher or teacher. The translation of the 

Scriptures is an effective and uncompromised way of proclaiming the message of the 

Gospel to the speakers of a language.  

The effectiveness of BT as a way of transmitting the Christian message is attested to by 

Beekman and Callow “The Word of God in the languages of the people has proved to be 

an effective tool for evangelism, and an indispensable factor in the teaching and 

encouraging of the Christian community”7. According to Bediako “there is probably no 

more important single explanation for the massive presence of Christianity on the African 

continent than the availability of the Scriptures in many African languages.”8 This was 

highlighted in our experience when we presented an initial draft of Matthew 5 to a Kouya 

Church leader. Though he had been a Christian for thirty years and regularly read the 

                                                 
4 For example see Nikides. Also ‘Better Bibles Blog’ http://englishbibles.blogspot.com/ 
5 http://www.biblesociety.org.uk/l3.php?id=460#7 
6 Remarks such as this are heard widely in Churches around the UK, but rarely in theological books. 
7 Beekman and Callow p.13 
8 Bediako p.62 
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Bible in French, he told us that he had never heard nor understood the beatitudes until he 

read them in Kouya.  

The translator presents a relatively uncompromised version of the Christian message 

because he seeks to communicate the text of Scripture without his own interpretation or 

bias. However, to affirm with Sanneh, that Bible translation adheres to the Reformation 

solo-scriptura principle and uncouples the ‘Bible from the tradition of Western 

commentaries9’ is probably going too far. While the translator strives to be as neutral and 

unbiased as possible, ‘translation is an interpretive process, so that a vernacular 

translation may itself introduce bias, Western or otherwise through the missionary 

translator’10.  

While acknowledging that translation has its limits; the message presented by the 

translator is much more likely to avoid imposing a bias on the message or restricting the 

interpretation of the Gospel11 than other methods of proclaiming the message such as 

preaching and evangelising. 

However, this does not mean that BT does away with the need for preachers and teachers. 

Even in Britian with a long history of vernacular Scripture use, we still have a need for 

people to explain and contextualise the message of the English Scriptures. Very few 

people would envisage with Dye “an approach to missionary work in which the only 

formal missionary activity is translating the Bible (or parts of it) into the mother tongue 

of those being evangelised”12. Translation is one aspect of mission and experience shows 

that it is best carried out in conjunction with other mission activities and in partnership 

with a wide range of Christian practitioners13.  

                                                 
9 Sanneh 89 p.203 
10 Trudell p.189 
11 Sanneh 1987, Sanneh 1989 pp.3, 207 Dye p.242 ff.  
12 Dye p.19 
13 This emphasis on partnership is demonstrated in Wycliffe’s Vision 2025: “By the year 2025, together with partners 
worldwide, we aim to see a Bible translation programme begun in all the remaining languages that need one.” 
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3 .  BIBLE TRANSLATION AS INCARNATION 

The first passage of Scripture which we translated into Kouya was the book of Ruth. It 

was with some trepidation that we approached the Hebrew term go’el translated as 

‘kinsman redeemer’ in the NIV. The translation manuals all explained that it could be 

extremely difficult to find a good equivalent for this word. However, we discovered that 

the Kouya practice a levirate system very similar to the ancient Hebrews and that there 

was a ready made term, (‘wzitιny) which very closely approximated the Hebrew. This 

example was the first of many which demonstrated to us that Kouya language and culture 

could be at least as effective as English as a vehicle for the Christian message and 

perhaps more so14.  

Translation is not limited to the text of the Bible being expressed in different languages; 

it also involves the interpretation and application of the text by the community. As the 

people apply the Scriptures to their contexts, the expression of the Christian faith may 

well adapt to the context. Christianity itself is translatable15.  

 “It was not merely God’s intention that the message, as disembodied 

language, be translated from one language to another…Translatability is 

not merely a linguistic passage, limited to words, but a cultural 

appropriation of which the language becomes the primary medium and 

symbol, and the practice of faith becomes the tangible dimension.”16 

As all languages are capable of expressing the Gospel through Bible translation, the 

Gospel can be lived and experienced in all cultures; though it will always challenge the 

values of any culture it encounters17. Because the Gospel can be experienced in all 

cultures, no single expression of Christianity can claim to be more authoritative than 

                                                 
14 As Bediako says (p.121), “African Christianity is no less Christian for being mediated through African languages” 
15 Andrew Walls, quoted in Bediako p.109 
16 Guder p.83 
17 “The Lord’s prayer may be prayed in any language. The call to discipleship may be shaped in every culture and it 
will always be a blessing and a scandal in that culture – if it is faithful to Christ.” Guder p.93 
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others. “The principle of translatability should serve as a powerful deterrent to the 

tendency of any national church to absolutize its form of Christian faith”18.  

This translatability of the Christian faith is rooted in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. “The 

Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” (John 1:14) The divine Word took 

on human flesh and lived an authentic human existence at a specific point in space and 

time. Witnesses saw, listened to and touched the Word (1 John 1:1) and they could report 

their experiences in everyday language without recourse to esoteric or arcane expression. 

These reports became part of our Scriptural record. In the same way that the original 

writers could witness to Christ without using any special language; subsequent 

generations can experience him through their own tongues19. The Incarnation, as an event 

in space and time renders Bible translation possible, but at the same time, BT reflects the 

work of Christ. The expression of the Word of God in a new language points to the 

Incarnation of the Word, himself, in human flesh. The act of translation itself is a signal 

to the community that God is interested in them20.  

4 .  BIBLE TRANSLATION AS EMPOWERMENT 

A colleague of ours in the Kouya translation team, Bita Tra Didier, discovered that after 

working on the translation for a while he was no longer interspersing his spoken Kouya 

with French words after the fashion of most speakers of the language. The discipline of 

the translation process was significantly improving his ability to express himself in his 

mother tongue.  

The translation of the Scriptures carries the clear message that every language and culture 

is valuable to God and is a fit vehicle for his Gospel, something which was underlined by 

the miracle of tongues in Acts 2. At Pentecost, God did not reverse the events of Babel by 

making everyone speak and understand one language, rather he enshrined the principle of 

                                                 
18 Carman 
19 Guder p.80 
20 Peskett and Ramachandra p.222 
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diversity by conveying his message in the language of each of the hearers21. Revelation 

7:9 shows people from all languages honouring the Lamb. “The full confession of God’s 

grace and glory can only take place through the assembled choir of all human tongues 

and cultures”22. 

Though BT places a high value on language and culture, there are those who on a 

pragmatic level argue that translation and its associated activities endanger the survival of 

minority language groups around the world23. 

We do not have space to examine these secular attacks on BT (and all pioneer mission 

work) in any detail. In the final analysis, they are rooted in incompatible world views. 

The Christians’ claim of Christ’s authority (Matthew 28:18) for mission work is unlikely 

to be accepted by the secular humanist. However, the Christian must take the accusation 

that missionary work can have negative effects on languages and cultures very seriously. 

Historically, the use of Latin in the church probably led to the demise of some Celtic 

languages while other languages survived and thrived when they were taken up for use in 

worship24. While it is undoubtedly the case that missionaries, including Bible translators, 

have been responsible for damaging minority cultures, the opposite is also true25. 

According to O’Donovan ‘it is true Christian instinct to defend small and imperiled 

cultural and linguistic communities liable to be overwhelmed by the homogenizing 

pressures of Western technological culture’26. Ben Elson writes: 

                                                 
21 Sanneh 89 p.46 
22 Guder p.79 
23 ‘SIL’s (a major BT organization) technique is to… interject its own culture-imperialist message’ Hvalkof and Aaby 
p.15 
24 LaTourette p.250 
25 My colleague Peter Kingston says that though they never completed a New Testament translation for the Mamaindé 
people of Brazil, his work as a missionary resulted in the continued survival of this small Amazonian group. 
26 Quoted in Peskett and Ramachandra p.121 



9 

“We believe that language is one of God's most important gifts to man, 

and of all human characteristics, language is the most distinctly human 

and the most basic. Without language, culture and civilization would be 

impossible… All languages are worthy of preservation in written form by 

means of grammars, dictionaries, and written texts. This should be done 

as part of the heritage of the human race.” 

In practical terms, the Bible can only be translated for smaller language groups as part of 

a wider scientific process which includes linguistic research, the development of an 

orthography and the publication of a wide variety of literacy materials. We met many 

Kouya young people who had attempted and failed to write their language using the 

French orthography. It was the Kouya BT project which gave them the tools they lacked 

to record their ideas, write letters to their family and to write down the songs they had 

composed. People took great pride in seeing their language written down; they felt that it 

gave them and their language a place alongside the great languages and peoples of the 

world. Even a grammar outline of Kouya was a source of pride – “look, we have nouns 

and verbs, too, just like French!” Sanneh takes this a stage further by suggesting (without 

clearly explaining how the connection works) that BT could lead to wider consequences 

such as ‘nationalist awakenings’ and ‘fundamental religious revolutions’27. 

The Malian author Amadou Hampate Bâ is said to have remarked; “when an old man 

dies in Africa, it is like a library burning down”28. Oral societies are vulnerable to change 

and disruption, stories and history alike can be lost when the people who carry them die. 

The literacy component of a BT project records and publishes the folk tales, and oral 

history of the minority group, preserving the knowledge of the elders and making it 

available to a wider audience including members of the community who live away from 

the heartland and who are in danger of losing touch with their language and traditions. 

BT and its associated literacy work do not merely provide a culture with a way to access 

and preserve its traditional past, but they also create a new means of confronting the 

                                                 
27 Sanneh 89 pp.106, 159 
28 I have never been able to find an original source for this quote.  
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future in an independent manner. Basic health care, numeracy and finance management 

are generally included as part of the overall programme bringing huge benefits to 

minority peoples who are often socially and economically disadvantaged29. In many areas 

of the world women have very limited opportunities for formal education, yet they still 

bear most of the responsibility for the health and wellbeing of their families. Mother 

tongue literacy projects are particularly well suited to reach women and to provide them 

with a basic education which they would otherwise miss out on30.  

This dual effect of raising a group’s self image and encouraging basic literacy and 

education can help to create the capacity for effective development amongst marginalised 

groups. 

5.  BIBLE TRANSLATION IS VULNERABLE 

There is a fundamental ambiguity which lies at the heart of BT. The translator makes 

every attempt to assure that his translation is faithful to the original, but he has no control 

over the ultimate test of accuracy – the interpretation and use of the translation by the 

community. Walls suggests that this sort of vulnerability is actually inherent to the 

Christian faith31. Certainly we see similar effects in other forms of ministry, the preacher 

has no control over what conclusions people will draw, or actions they will take as a 

result of his carefully crafted sermon. Sanneh sees the vulnerability associated with 

translation as essentially positive as it allows the community to interpret the translation 

on their own terms and so develop an authentic, indigenous expression of Christianity32. 

While there is certainly truth in Sanneh’s view, it needs to be balanced by wider 

experience which shows that reaction to translated Scriptures is not always as positive as 

he suggests. Far from ensuring a vital, indigenous expression of Christianity, the use of 

the translated Scriptures may in some cases simply reinforce pre-existing missionary or 

                                                 
29 Eg. http://www.gillbt.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=28&Itemid=48 
30 A number of studies have shown that maternal literacy reduces infant mortality. 
http://aje.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/127/5/1079 
31 Walls p.13 
32 Sanneh p.111, 176 
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ecclesiastical biases33. Perhaps the most severe reaction that a community can have to the 

translated Scriptures is also, unfortunately, a common one; they may continue to use the 

Scriptures in another language despite the availability of the Bible in the vernacular. 

There are numerous reasons why this might be the case; the attitudes of the translator 

may alienate the community, the community may be going through a period of language 

use change, government policies may mitigate against the use of local language literacies 

or, as in the case of the Kouya New Testament, where a civil war broke out just as the 

books arrived in Ivory Coast, social upheaval may prevent any Scripture distribution or 

literacy work.  

MY THEOLOGY AND PRACTICE OF MISSION 

This essay has presented five aspects of my theology of mission. It would be wrong to 

see these as the most important aspects of my theology. Issues such as the nature of the 

atonement and the role of the Holy Spirit are undoubtedly of a greater weight than the 

ones discussed here. However, these are the aspects of my theology which have 

motivated me and effectively determined the course of my adult life. As such, they must 

be considered as ‘the significant aspects of my theology of mission’. 

The issues outlined in this essay have led to me spending more than twenty years as a 

member of an organisation dedicated to the translation and diffusion of the Scriptures in 

minority languages. While at any given time my specific activities are constrained by the 

responsibilities delegated to me by the wider organisation34, I have continued to be active 

in practicing, supporting or advocating Bible translation. 

As a number of authors have pointed out, cross cultural mission work35 and particularly 

translation36 inevitably changes the missionary and so my theology of mission is 

                                                 
33 Trudell p.190 
34 This is, in itself, a theological statement, reflecting my belief in the importance of submission to appropriate 
authority within the Christian community.  
35 Smith p.75. , Sanneh 1989 p.25, Walls p.238  
36 “Missionary translation always includes the continuing conversion of the translator evangelists. The Spirit, in 
wonderful ways, makes their telling and showing into their own hearing and responding.” Guder p.89 
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continually growing and developing. Initially, I was attracted into BT by the concept of 

BT as a form of proclamation of the Gospel. Wanting to work in frontier missions, but 

lacking the gifts to be an evangelist or church planter, Bible translation provided a 

platform for announcing the Gospel within the boundaries of my personality and 

experience.  

Bible translation has been significant throughout the two thousand years of church 

history, it can empower the oppressed minority groups of the world and above all it 

reflects the character the God who became man. This sense of being involved in 

something so important has kept me motivated through isolation, malaria, family illness 

and numerous other difficulties. I keep doing it, because I believe it is important. 

Because of the vulnerability inherent in BT, I have been involved in rethinking the 

approach to individual translation projects and to countrywide movements so as to 

increase the probability of the translated Scriptures being used by the community, rather 

than simply assuming that they would be accepted and widely used. 

Of late, the concept of empowerment through BT has been very motivational. There is a 

pragmatic perspective which says that the growth of the Church outside of the Western 

world provides us with a huge untapped manpower resource for missionary work37. 

However, I believe that the fact that God has clearly given a value to each language and 

culture group makes it imperative that we consider Christians from other cultures as more 

than just extra numbers to join the missionary workforce. Through the incarnation and the 

miracle of Pentecost, God has demonstrated a value for all human language and culture, 

not just the European-American culture which dominates the Protestant mission world. 

This means that members of the minority communities around the world need to be 

taking a lead both within individual translation projects and in the national and 

international Bible translation movements.  

Achieving this, will involve both changing the attitudes of translators from the West and 

paying greater attention to the concerns of Southern Christians: over the last few years, I 
                                                 
37 Yohannan. p.17 
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have been involved in both of these activities. Between 2000 and 2005, I worked as the 

European Training Director for Wycliffe, during this time we redesigned our pre-field 

training programme so as to train people to function as partners, learning alongside their 

national colleagues, rather than as quasi-autonomous expert translators38. I have also been 

called on to facilitate meetings between missionary organisations and national and 

denominational leaders in Central Africa. Listening to the opinions of African Christian 

leaders has been a privilege and has helped to reinforce my understanding empowerment 

in mission. I have heard many African leaders who, while not downplaying the 

importance of Bible translation, express a need for mother tongue literacy primarily as a 

vehicle for HIV/Aids awareness and for providing basic education for communities 

oppressed by poverty and warfare. Valuing the opinions of African church leaders and 

building an approach to translation and language work which takes their ideas and 

concerns seriously forces us to modify our approach to BT. Projects devised in 

conjunction with African leaders have a much broader base in the community, are less 

inclined to revolve around one expert translator39 and typically place a much higher value 

on education and other social actions than projects designed primarily by expatriates.  

Ultimately, the aspects of mission theology mentioned above have helped me to move 

from envisaging myself as an expert individualist to seeing myself as part of a multi-

national, multi-language family of missioners.  

                                                 
38 See http://www.eurotp.org 
39 There is no space to explore the notion of the role of individuals versus the role of teams in mission, though this has 
been an important issue to me. 
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