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Analytic philosophies ... don't study other langesg.
They're dead ... to the nuances of language”
(Muehlhauser 2010, citing Caputo).

Caputo’s insight may help to explain the predicanoéheological education in the
majority world, and especially in Africa, today.
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Abstract

The impact or sense of text translated into a diffeworldview must be transformed if it
is to engage its new cultural context. An undeditagn of why and how this happens is
vital if the globalising church is to get away framuni-central model of theological truth
rooted in economic dependency on the hegemony stékfeEnglish. This article portrays
inter-cultural translation in vivid ways using Sataral example to show how current
models of translation depend on either direct éivievelation or magic for their success.
The article advocates enabling Christian discipfestr other than Western people at
depth through missionary engagement that is raotémtal languages and resources.

I ntroduction

Casual observation points to a strong North Amerg@amination of the Protestant
churches’ formal theological education carriediouAfrica and elsewhere in the majority
world. A great deal of it is engaged in EnglisheBwhat which is not in English is often
translated from English. Widely recognised problemihe African church include its
dependence on the West and its orientation tornbepprity Gospel. This short article uses
a simple example to illustrate how indeed the failon the side of formal theological
education to take account of inter-language aref-oltural differences is resulting in the
prosperity gospel, the generation and perpetuatiemhealthy dependency on the West,
and other widespread maladies of the non-WestarrcbhThis author advocates for
theological education using languages that argyembus to the majority world.

Theological Translation in Practice

A missionary is concerned with sharing the gosp#lll simplify a little to illustrate what
happens when the Gospel is shared inter cultudjyprimary focus is on Africa. | want
to look at what is often considered to be a key Nestament verse, John 3:16.
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Let us assume for simplicity's sake that John 8pBesents the Gospel. John 3:16 in the
NIV is as follows:

“For God so loved the world that he gave his ond anly son, that whoever believes in
him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

| want to take the Luo people of Western Kenyarasxample of what happens when this
verse is translated into the Luo worldviéWhen | say 'translated into the Luo
worldview', | mean ‘translated' in such a way ihatakes sense to Luo people. This could
happen without translating the passage out of Ehgif Luo people have an understanding
of English. Luo people do not know what they do kmdw. If there is content in the native
English way of understanding John 3:16 that falitswle the worldview of a Luo person,
then clearly the Luo person cannot 'get’ that pittie native-English content. For
example, were a passage to refer to Valentine’s@aig Ben, then a Luo person who
has never heard of either Valentines Day or Big,Bannot understand the passage with
respect to these things. Instead, the person coedeither has to leave the content of
those words in some way 'blank’ in their mind, leeyt have to substitute alternative
content. For example they may take a referenceatentine’s Day as being to a 'valuable
day' of some sort.

It is difficult for me to illustrate what would hppn above using only English as | am
required to do in this article. Every English wavduld have, and does have, alternative
nuances for Luo people, who learn English by assiog ‘new’ English words with words
in their own language. In order to compare two iopEnglishes, native-English English
and the Luo-English, | need to use some kind céllaty. Perhaps English-English could
be written in blueput Luo-English in green. Or, every Luo-English word zcould zbe
zwritten zpreceded by a z, or underlifedput in bold, etc. The reader would then know
that a word that is so labelled is to be takenaasriy a Luo-people’s set of implicatures
impacts, or sense. An un-labelled word would benaks having a native-English set of
implicatures, or impacts, or senses. It would benawore difficult to distinguish these
different versions of language in spoken form thmawritten form. A strong accent would
be one way of doing this. Or someone could usermdfft voices, for example a high-
pitched voice (like a female voice) for Luo-Englisiet a low pitched voice (like a male
voice) for native-speakers’ English. The latter Womake for an interesting conversation!
It would also be rather intriguing, and certainiffidult to hold the two Englishes apart in
one’s mind as one talked. | guess it would be imjids to do this 100%, although perhaps
one could do it to some extent. | am not awaréisfkind of communication being carried
out in practice.

! | am personally familiar with the Luo people’s garmge and to some extent their worldview.
% This is the approach | use here: Harries (2011).
% An implicature of a word is what the word impliesa given context, rather than what it ‘means’.
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The normal way of keeping different sets of imgiizas and senses distinct would be for
each to be expressed inawnlanguage. We would need to have two (or more)daggs
representing two (or more) worldviews. Each langulagving its own worldview (or,
perhaps, range of worldviews) means that transidieiween worldviews would
correspond to translation between languages. $tasmeans of communication that
people have used throughout history.

Although a little arbitrarily, perhaps we can sugfgbat the most practical way of
representing worldview differences, is via languddierences. We then come across an
interesting process known as translation. Here whefer to translation | am focusing on
translation between different languages. Thereiiseatly a widespread understanding, at
least in native-English speaking circles, thatriid@guage translation is possible and
helpful. Translation is a process, it should besdoh the light of the above, in which
parallels are assumed to exist between signs @ialords) and their implicatures in one
worldview or context, and signs and their implicatiin another worldview or context.

Comparing cultures with sports can give us a gowdagy. Then we can say that there is
an assumption that any state, happening or beif@piball (soccer) has an equivalent
state, happening or being in tennis (or any otperts In football we have things like; a
goal, a penalty kick, a foul called handball, artiraw-in. The mind boggles a little to
know what the equivalent of these things mighhldennis?This kind of mind-boggling
illustrates the dilemmas, frustrations and impabsés of inter-language translation.

Despite the above difficulties: translation happéinisappens intra-language (between
speakers of the same language who have differéinralubackgrounds) and it also
happens inter-language. | have for our purpose&daplLuo-language translation of John
3:16 below:

"Nyasaye nohero piny ahinya kama, omiyo nochiwod&uona miderma mondo ng’ama
oyie kuome kik lal, to obed gi ngima ma nyaka afiiéf

The above is not a word for word translation. Theneot a Luo word for every English
word. Key concepts in English have however beeigdated some kind of equivalent in
the Luo language. E.g. for God we haNygasayefor loved we havaoherq for his son we
havewuode for gave we haveochiwo,and so on.

What is interesting for our purposes is now to ewder to translate back into English. Of
interest to us might be — how would a Luo speakl®y 18 culturally a Luo who is also
familiar with English but unfamiliar with the pactilar English passage that this has come
from translate the above passage that has beastateahinto Luo, into EnglisiMany,

* From the Luo language Bible, 1976.

® This practice, known as ‘back-translation’, iscofirse a known means of double checking transkatian
key question perhaps not always sufficiently coeisd as this is done, is the presupposed contaixath
back-translator works with.
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perhaps almost an infinity, of options is possils.a fluent Luo-language speaker — |
suggest that the below is a likely option:

"He who makes us prosper when pleaded to so thaidhe dead that he gave his only
son so that people who go along with what he sa@l{sageive prosperity to the end."”

Those who are theologically aware will realise tiat above is a theologically ‘wrong'
translation. My translation back into English seemmsommunicate untruth about
Christianity and to distort the true biblical pagsaA theological or bible student who
translated John 3:16 as above would by many bddenesl to be plainlynisled She

would not be ‘wrong' because she has mistranslAtedxpert on the Luo language would
be needed to make that assessment. She would bhg ecause what she has expressed is
not true to orthodox Christian doctrine and belief.

In todays world correction for the above erringdetot will not come from their own
language. It will be communicated in English. (&sh such correction will be translated
into their language.) That is to say, that littteno effort will be spent on ‘correcting’ the
translation process. There are no Luo-languageeBittools, except perhaps somewhere a
small, most insignificant and informal oR&lo one is seriously trying to correct uses of
the Luo language to align them with orthodox Chaisusages. There are only people
telling what ‘should’ be the correct translatiomaenglish. ... In practice then, expression
of correct theology in Luoland as in much of Andiope Africa requires knowledge of
English. Presumably it follows, that without knogiknglish, one cannot be a Christian,
or at least cannot be a 'correct’ (proper/ortho@ix)stian. The English someone needs to
learn, as we have discussed above, is not Engigghg an implicit translation from the
African person's mother tongue. That kind of Eryglsfaulty. The English the person
needs to know in order to be a ‘correct’ Chrisimthat of native-English speakers. That
Is, it is the English that relates to Western aodAfrican ways of life.

Here is the need for 'magic’ or direct divine iaétion that | have referred to above. In
order to know the English that is needed to expres®ct theology, because native-
English speakers’ English is rooted in the nativglish speakers’ worldview, the African
person must first be familiar with a Western (native-English) worldview. Yet we must
ask: how can they become familiar with a Westernaview when having been born and
raised and still finding themselves living in atooé that is vastly different from it? In
order to know correct theology a student of theplowist first learn English in the way
that Westerners and not Africans know it. If theyribt do so, then their theology will be
‘incorrect’. The only way, however, that an Africaarn person raised in Africa with an
African worldview will learn this kind of 'corredteology, if not by direct revelation from
God or by a process of magic, is through rote legrthe correct thing to say.

Something akin to what | have described as 'magmirred in the Biblical record in Acts
2:6-12. This was not 'magic’ in the negative sehseas a miracle performed by God.

%] have searched for such a school, and not foued o
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Seeking to rely on such miracles is according taes€hristians, perhaps especially
Pentecostals, legitimate. Wanting to rely on suatacalous intervention in order to
acquire correct understanding, does put a questark on the need for humanly imparted
Theological Education. It also puts a question ntarkhe correction by the church in the
West of the majority world church, lest the Westehnrch in ‘correcting’ the majority
world church be contrary to the will of God, theisze of revelation. If the Western
'mother’ churches are not there to 'correct' therst however, then we have an issue of
Christian unity. Can a church be one, if whatdgictees is different in different parts of the
world? On the other hand we should also ask: howtlveology be contextualised if what
it teaches is expressed in identical terms usiagéme language in whichever part of the
world it finds itself?

In practice churches in the majority world todayda dual-level theology or doctrine.
Officially their beliefs are expressed in EnglishEmropean languages. The doctrines they
actually operate on in practice are much more atelyrexpressed in vernacular
languages. In many parts of Africa, what churchatgadly appear to express in English
comes across as prosperity gospel. This is wisaiihds like in English when African
people transfer-over some of their previous depeeylen their ancestors to their newly
found dependency on he who is in English known ag.G

Solutions

| am not aware of a simple convenient solutiorhedbove dilemma currently facing
globalised Christianity. | do not, for various reas, consider the current situation in
which correct teaching is all in European langudgdse entirely satisfactory. The
dominance of European languages, especially Engéiskminiscent of Latin as language
of the church in bygone centuries; but there argomant differences today. One of these
differences is the current efficacy of globalisednenunication. There was no equivalent
to the printing press, radio, television, and nateinet, in the medieval church. This
means that 'correct’ doctrine tended to remaihenupper echelons of the church, and
people could solve their own problems as they kbhest, while under the umbrella of the
above. Today the penetration of English globallgt especially in Africa, is enormous.
This means that the spread of the pretentioushasgdes with the rote learning
mentioned above is also enormous, growing prettgihmaxponentially, and penetrating
right down into the grass-roots of the church.

The pervasive cruelty of the currently fast deveigmlobal caste-system, as it can
perhaps provocatively be called, is the very onedmess of it all. In terms of Africa — the
rule of Europe over African people seems to beraoas and constantly growing. This
has implications for racism in the West — as tteeaistion between the possession of
white skin and power, authority, wisdom and ‘cotr&nowledge, never mind money, is in
Africa ever growing, and fuels racist thinking baokhe West. The disenfranchisement of
local people in Africa, who are left with no choiget to rote learn a great deal of what
they really cannot understand and that does noedoom them at all, continues. The
irony of this contemporary-colonialism is thatdtriot even 'official’. African states
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technically are independent. Thus European donwinatan continue to be irresponsible
without ever being brought to justice.

The fact that there is no easy solution to the apedicament does not mean that nothing
can be done. The Christian church in Africa is ima&que and highly privileged position.
It's penetration to grass roots and its links atdaame time globally are absolutely singular.
The church leads the way in empowering African peopustoms and languages. In some
parts of Africa already, if not in many parts, gtaurch is uniquely rooted in the mother
tongue (Kody 2009:229). There is potential in tharch, if only African languages were
encouraged, for education to be rooted in what lgeapderstand instead of in rote
learning. Growth of indigenous theology is to saemeent these days throttled by the
hegemonic blanket of Western language, Westerneldiathd Western oriented
educational enterprises, and especially for oupg@grs the Western-rooted theological
education enterprise. Inspired Western people rembtyck the trend could do a lot to
rectify this. They could take African people (artleys of the majority world) seriously on
their own terms, so as to emancipate instead qiregp them, by working from a
foundation of African thinking and initiative, iretd of smothering it using English. They
could do this by using African languages (rootedifrican worldviews)’

Summary and Conclusion

The fact that culture / context affects how termfanguage are interpreted inevitably
results in alternative understandings that cornedpo different cultures. John 3:16 is here
examined as case-study comparing English and Lestésn Kenyan) understandings.
Implicit Luo interpretations easily appear erroneathen translated back into English.
One outcome of this is that African Christians cammioating in the global arena can
easily have their theological understanding condaimuanless they are very careful to
express themselves in English in ways that are krtovbe acceptable to the dominant
native-English world. In effect this means thatsel&knowledge of Western English is
required for theology to be expressed 'corred@gtause most African people are
unfamiliar with the detailed cultural presupposisaunderlying Western English, they can
only be correct if either they copy others by robepugh a process of magic, or through
obtaining direct divine revelation. In practice npakfrican churches maintain two systems
of doctrine and theology in parallel: Officiallydte is the globally recognised belief
system, usually almost identical to that of motttaurches in the West. Then unofficially
are the local theologies that are the basis foatteal functioning of the churches
concerned, in intricate interaction with local cu#tl issues. The influence of the latter on
the former can have a church's formal English-lagguheology appear to be prosperity
oriented.

"1 do not go into detail here to explain that camal learning of African languages requires miyiso be,
in part at least, dependent on local resourcesmeoe details see vulnerablemission.org
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Amongst the implications of the above, is the nieedultural sensitivity on the side of
theological education. The kind of transfer of ateyn from one part of the world to
another lock stock and barrel as is sometimes mapgpé¢hese days has its weaknesses.
When the source of orthodoxy and the language iohwihis expressed are the wealthy
and powerful, it can push contextualised theologiederground. This approach can lose
the heart-rooted transformative power of the Gospalsea of foreign impositions. Instead
of being transforming of hearts, the Gospel canetorbe understood as a means to
material prosperity. An important key for Gospelriwto be able to penetrate indigenous
cultures is for mission work to be carried outpart at least, using local languages and
resources.
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