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In this article the author welcomes the careful use of dynamic
equivalent principles in Bible translation but warns against ;‘l?e abuses
of applying the principle beyond the limits of linguistic priorities and oll‘
absolutizing the dichotomy between meaning and message. Read.erS
response to these issues is welcomed. (Editor)

which a translation is intended have priority over forms that may be
traditionally more prestigious.?

Dynamic equivalence displays its triumph in the publishing houses, in
the continuing parade of multiplying helps,® front rank research,*
manuals of problems,> reflective textbooks,® assorted popularizations”
and sane assessments of recent translations.® Missiologists are now
comfortable with classifications of languages based not on their roots

Generally speaking, a newly minted expression no sooner triumphs, {e.g. Indo-European, Semitic) as on their use (or non-use) in literature

capturing a revered place in an ever widening circle of users, thap !t is
debased. Its very triumph almost ensures its defeat, especially if itis a

clever, catchy, quasi-technical term, for its very popularity will prompt -

many to use it even though they do not possess any deep

understanding of the setting which called it into being or of the -

limitations of its original context.

and education (primary, secondary, tertiary, quaternary}, and they

have become sensitive to the differences between translating the Bible
in an ‘overlap language’ (one in which the colloquial and the literary
forms of the language overlap significantly, e.g. English) and
translating the Bible almost exclusively at a literary level (e.g. Arabic).?
As they have been sensitized to the kinds of readers, so they

sympathize with the very different linguistic needs of diverse readers
within any particular language or dialect. There is a new appreciation
for the work of the receptor-language stylist in the translation
process; '® and in the best seminaries, lecturers in Greek and Hebrew

The Triumph of Dynamic Equivalence Translations

So it is with ‘dynamic equivalence.” As far as those who ’struggle,yggb«,,
200 biblical translation are concerned, dynamic equivalence has won the .
day—and rightly sp. Its victory is hailed by many signs of the times.
There is widespread recognition of the dismal inadequacy of merely
formal equivalence in translation, buttressed by thousands and
thousands of examples. Undergirding such recognition is the belatedk
understanding that terms such as ’literal translation’ and ‘paraphrase”
are steeped in ambiguity, and in any case belong, not in mutually "
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2. Eugene A. Nida and Charles R. Taber, The Theory and Practice of Translation
{Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974) 14.
3. We may think, for instance, of the growing list of handbooks/commentaries for
translators, published by UBS.
- 4. Mtis risky to single out individual items for special praise. However, representing
quite different contributions, one may think of recent developments in discourse

; ; N
exclusive categories, but on the same spectrum:

different reasons. Few translators of any competence Yvould today.
deny such fundamental sets of priorities as the following:

(1) contextual consistency has priority over verbal consistency (or word-for-
word concordance), (2) dynamic equivalence has priority over forrr?al
correspondence, (3) the aural (heard) form of language has priority_over tne
written form, (4) forms that are used by and acceptable to the audience for.
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1. On the ‘spectrum’ nature of translations, see for instance John Beekman and Johm
Callow, Translating the Word of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974) 19-32; Eugene
H. Classman, The Translation Debate: What Makes a Bible Translation Good?
(Downers Grove: {VP, 1981) 23-34.

a ‘too-literal’
translation can be as bad as a ‘too-paraphrastic’ translation, if for

analysis; of sophisticated and creative individual essays like that of Kenneth L. Pike,
‘Agreement Types Dispersed into a Nine-Cell Spectrum,” along with other contributions
10 On Language, Culture and Religion, ed. Matthew Black and William A. Smalley (The
Hague: Mouton, 1974) 275-286; of developments in computer software that are
promising new and sophisticated lexical, grammatical and syntactical concordances.

- 5. E.g. Mildred Larson, A Manual for Problem Solving in Bible Translation (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1975).

6. E.g. Nida/Taber, Theory and Practice; William L. Wonderly, Bible Translations
for Popular Use (London: UBS, 1968); and many others.

7. The list is so long that it cannot be registered here. Many articles in The Bible
Transiator fit into this category.

8. E.g. Sakae Kubo and Walter Specht, So Many Versions? Twentieth Century
English Versions of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975); Jack P. Lewis, The
English Bible from KIV to NIV: A History and Evaluation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981).

9. See the popular summary by Eugene A. Nida, ‘Bible Translation for the Eighties,’
International Review of Mission 70 (1981) 132-133.

10. Nida, ibid. 136137, goes so far as to recommend that Bible translation teams
consider adopting the procedure of United Nations and European Common Market
transtation departments, whose first drafts are produced by stylists of the receptor
language, the specialists checking their work as a second step (instead of the inverse
order).
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takee extra pains to convey a literary feel for the biblical languages, no
less than the rudiments of their grammar. Even unreconstructed
grammarians such as myself, thoroughly convinced that a profound
and growing knowledge of the donor languages is a great desideratum
in Bible translation, are no less concerned to expose their students to
the elements of modern linguistic theory and practice. At least in part,
all of this has come about because dynamic equivalence, rightly
un derstood, is essential for good translation. Only the linguistically
incompetent would today argue that the translator needs facility in the
larmguages with which he or she is working, but not understanding of
the content of the text. At its best, dynamic equivalence, far from
jeopardizing good transiation, is essential for fidelity in translation’'—
fidelity in conveying meaning, tone, emotional impact, naturalness/
awkwardness and much more. ,

The Potential for Abuse

Umnifortunately, now that ‘dynamic equivalence’ is so popular, it is not .

infrequently abused. | hasten to add that the most careful scholars ip
the field do not err in this way. What is still one of the finest books in
the area, The Theory and Practice of Translation, by Nida and Taber,"?
abounds in wise and sensitive caveats. For example, the translator is
carefully warned against trying to get behind the biblical writer, or

abead of him;'3 and he is cautioned not to confuse linguistic
translation with “cultural translation,” transforming the Pharisees and

Sadducees, for instance, into present-day religious parties.'* In other
words, the historical particularity of the text is to be respected.:
But sadly, similar care is not shown by all. The caveats and
resstrictions which make dynamic equivalence so useful a way of
thinking about translation are sometimes overlooked or abandoned;
and this route has become progressively easier to follow as proies-
sional missiologists have come to think of contextualization in highly
diverse ways,'> and as such theoretical developments as the new

11. Cf. Beekman/Callow, Translating 33-44.

12. As in n.2, supra.

13. Ibid. 8.

14. Ibid. 12-13.

15. See, for instance, the discussions by David Hesselgrave (along with the
responses, and his rejoinder}, ‘The Contextualization Continuum,” Gospel in Conlext
273 (uly, 1979) 4-26; and james O. Buswell, 1, ‘Contextualization: Theory, Tradition
and Method,” Theology and Mission: Papers Given at Trinity Consultation No. 1 ed.
Dravid J. Hesselgrave (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978) 87-111.
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hermeneutic and what might be called philosophical structuralism
have made their own impact on the translator and his art.'® Such
developments are so complex | dare not broach them here, except
tangentially. But it may be useful to offer a number of reflections on
dynamic equivalence and related concepts, reflections which may

~ help trans_lators avoid the pitfalls inherent in some of these develop-
“ments. It is worth insisting one more time, at the outset, that the best

practitioners of dynamic equivalence have always observed the
contents of this list, even if they might not phrase their positions this
way. In other words, | am not surreptitiously advocating the overthrow
of the principles of dynamic equivalence, but rather encouraging

~clarity of thought andﬂe adoption of necessary caveats.

) SO
~ Limits to Equivalence of Response

- The most common descriptions of ‘dynamic equivalence,” as insightful

as they are, must be guarded against as having considerable potential

y for abuse. In a work now considered a classic, Nida describes
& . . .

_’dynamic equivalence translation” as the ‘closest natural equivalent to
‘the source-language message’ and insists it is ‘directed primarily

toward equivalence of response rather than equivalence of form.”"”
Again:

: Dypamic equivalence is therefore to be defined in terms of the degree to
- which the receptors of the message in the receptor language respond to it in

. substantially the same manner as the receptors in the source language. This

response can never be identical, for the cultural and historical settings are
too different, but there should be a high degree of equivalence of response,
_or the translation will have failed to accomplish its purpose.'®

Or, as Mundhenk remarks, ‘in the final analysis, a translation is good
or bad, right or wrong, in terms of how the reader understands and
reacts.”'®

- | have no quarrel with these quotations, ail three of which stress
equivalence of response, as long as they are referring to linguistic
priorities alone. Clearly, a translation is poor if by preserving formal
equivalence in word order or syntactical construction or the like it

16. Bibliography in these areas is extensive. The most significant contributions are
listed in D. A. Carson, 'Hermeneutics: A brief assessment of some recent trends,’
Themelios 5/2 (January 1980) 12-20, to which must be added the excellent work by A.
C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical
Description (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980).

‘17. Eugene A. Nida, Toward a Science of Translating (Leiden: Brill, 1964) 166.
"18. Nida/Taber, Theory and Practice 24.
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obscures the meaning of the original text, or transmutes it into
sornething quite different, or remains completely opaque to those
whiose tongue is the receptor language. Moreover, selecting appro-
priate linguistic priorities requires a sensitive knqw!edge of the
receptor culture, since there may be cultural assocnatuons.between
linguistic constructions and cultural values such that an entirely false
im pression is conveyed—false, that is to say, as measured by wha‘t was
ori ginally conveyed. ‘Blessed is the man who does not . . . s@nd in the
way of sinners’ (Psa. 1:1, NiV) is a shockingly poor rendering of the
Hebrew, because ‘to stand in someone’s way’ in English means ‘to
hinder someone,’” whereas the thought in Hebrew is to walk in

sormeone’s footsteps,” 'to walk in someone’s moccasins’ or, less

metaphorically, ‘to adopt someone else’s lifestyle and values and
habits.” There are far more difficult cases discussed in the standa(df
texts; and, as pursued by a linguistics expert such as Nida, "dynamic

equivalence’ is surely in these cases an eminently worthwhile goal_:
which no one competent in two or more languages would wish to

gainsay.

Nevertheless, there are several ways in which the expression .

‘dynamic equivalence’ can easily be abused. Perhaps it is best to

provide illustrations of several kinds of abuse; and, to focus discus-

sion, | shall draw them from the writings of Charles Kraft. First, itis
increasingly common so to focus on the ‘response’ aspect of dynamic
equivalence that several weighty matters are overlooked. At the
extreme, the resulting 'versions’ may be called ‘transculturations’ (to
use the language of Kraft).?° %
Kraft acknowledges, In a translation it is inappropriate to give the
imipression that Jesus walked the streets of Berkeley or Londqn or
N airobi. But a transculturation, in order to reach its target audience
effectively, may do exactly that.”?! These transculturations 'dare tobe
sprecific to their audiences and free to be true to God's imperative o

communicate rather than simply to impress. In this they demonstrate:

the deep concern of their authors for the total czommunicalional
situation, not simply for one or another aspect of it.”? 'Kraft then goes
on to suggest (as he does elsewhere) that those who disagree with his

19. Norm Mundhenk, ‘The Subjectivity of Anachronism,” On Language, Culture and
Resligion, ed. Matthew Black and William A. Smalley (The Hague: Mouton, 14974). 2(}0.

20, Charles H. Kraft, Christianity in Culture: A Study in Dynamic Biblff.lf
Theologizing in Cross-Cultural Perspective (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1979) 276-290. Nule'
that Kraft titles this chapter ‘Dynamic-Equivalence Transculturation of the Message.

21. Kraft, Christianity in Culture 284.

22, Ibid. 286 (emphasis is Kraft's).

Fopu——
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diagnosis and react negatively against ‘proper transculturation” are the
modern equivalents of the ‘orthodox’ retainers of the old cultural
forms’ against whom Jesus ‘waged a running battle for culturally
relevant transculturation,” or of the ‘orthodox’ judaizers of Acts 15.23

These assessments raise a host of issues. A glimpse of them may be
afforded by a series of questions: Did Jesus primarily or even
marginally set himself against the Jewish religious leaders of his day

" out of concern for the transculturation of an agreed message, or out of

a fundamental break with his opponents’ understanding of Scripture?
How much of his disagreement stemmed from their failure to perceive

- the new developments on the salvation-historical plane, his claims to

fulfill Old Testament expectations concerning the coming of the
Messiah? How valid, logically speaking, is the constant disjunction
Kraft raises between his own approach to 'dyanamic-equivalence
transculturation’ and a kind of incompetent fixation upon mere
content devoid of desire and/or ability to communicate? Is the
disjunction essentially fair, or does it approach caricature?

~ When we say we aim to generate the same response in the readers of

 the receptor language as in the readers of the donor language, whatdo

we mean? Suppose the readers of the original New Testament
document were largely alienated by the truth of what Paul wrote:
should we aim to reproduce similiar alienation today, in order to

- preserve ‘equivalence of response’? Can we expect exactly the same
_response among the urban, secularized, twentieth century readers of
Leviticus or of Romans as their respective first readers? Is it not better, if
- we are going to define ‘dynamic equivalence’ in terms of equivalent
“response, to understand such equivalence in linguistic categories, i.e.

in terms of the removal of as many as possible of the false linguistic
barriers (along with the associations each linguistic category carries)
which actually impede the communication of truth?

~ Each of these questions could easily generate its own paper; and one
or two of them will re-emerge in subsequent points. | think it is clear,
however, that the hidden fallacy against which many of these
questions are directed is the unwitting assumption that ‘response’ is the
ultimate category in translation. Strictly speaking, that is not true;
theologically speaking, it is unwise; evangelistically speaking, it is
uncontrolled, not to say dangerous. | hasten to add that I am not
surreptitiously supporting obscurity in translation or obscurantism in
scholarship. The concerns Kraft is feeling are real ones, and need
addressing. My criticism is more fundamental: his solution, the

23. Ibid. 287.
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elevation of response above truth, fails precisely in the areas where it
clai ms to be strong, for the response is not rendered equivalent by such
means as he advances. The aim of a good translation is to convey the
total content—informational, emotional connotational etc.—of the
original message to the reader (omwhggwthg translation is
read publicly) in the secondary Tanguage ™ -

Limits of Equivalence of Theologizing

We read in contemporary literature on missiology of ‘dynamic-
equivalence theologizing’** and ‘dynamic-equivalence churches.’®
Once again, the concerns behind these labels are real. For example,
biblically faulty and/or culturally myopic ecclesiastical structures may
be imposed on a mission church as if the entire blue-print were
handed down from heaven, complete with robes for the choir and

Roberts’ Rules of Order. Nevertheless, all such evils are better

addressed without talking of ‘dynamic equivalence churches,*
because: (a) As the expression is used by its inventor, social custom
becomes so controlling a feature that the Scriptures are not permitted
to reform society. Kraft appeals to the Kru of Liberia who state that
"You cannot trust a man with only one wife,’?® concluding that Kru
church leadership need not be monogamous, despite Paul’s strictures
on this point. Kraft thinks that eventually polygamy would likely die
out among the Kru, ‘just as, through God’s interaction with the
Hebrews, polygamy died out in Hebrew culture—over the course ofa
few thousand years.’?” Until then, polygamy should be tolerated.
There seems to be, from Kraft's examples, few things which the Bible
seems clearly to demand of church structure, which could not be
jettisoned in favor of ‘dynamic-equivalence churches.’ {b) More
important, the extension of the expression ‘dynamic equivalence’ into
areas far removed not only from linguistic priorities but also from
translation itself reflects back on problems of translation and muddies
otherwise clear distinctions. In the name of an ill-defined and infinitely
plastic ‘dynamic equivalence,” almost any translational aberration
may be justified. '

24. This is the title of chapter 15 of Kraft, Christianity in Culture.

25. Cf. Charles H. Kraft, ‘Dynamic Equivalence Churches,’ Missiology 1 (1979)
39-57.

26. Ibid. 54.

27. Ibid.
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Limits to the Dichotomy Between Meaning and Message

Whereas the expression ‘dynamic equivalence’ started out as a
category belonging to the realm of translation and set in opposition to
various kinds of linguistic formalism, the extension of its use to far
broader issues is currently being grounded in a variety of faddish
theoretical constructs which do not stand up to rigorous scholarship
but which are cited with ill-deserved authority as if the subjects with
which they deal were closed—e.g. the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis,*® the
New Hermeneutic,?? and some recent communication theory. The
first, in its crudest form, makes human beings the determined captives
of their language, and their language becomes a guide to their ‘social
reality.” The second, in its extreme form, calls in question the

- possibility of objective knowledge as text and interpreter progressively

‘interpret’ one another, without terminus, lost in profound relativity.
The third, conjoined with structuralism, insists that there is a rigid
dichotomy between meaning and message. All three of these notions,

- wittingly or unwittingly, lie not far from the surface of the following
_ lines:

_ Contemporary understandings contend that a major difference between

__messages and meanings lie in the fact that messages can be transmitted in
linguistic form while meanings exist only in the hearts and minds of people.

~ Contemporary communiologists (sic) see communicators with meanings in
" their minds that they would like to transmit to receptors. Communicators
“take these meanings and formulate them, usually in linguistic form, into

" messages which they then transmit to receptors. Receptors then, listen to the
messages and construct within their minds sets of meanings that may or may

k[;'not correspond with the meanings intended by the communicator.

Meanings, therefore, do not pass from me to you, only messages. The

- meanings exist only within me or within you. . . . The messages, then, serve
. as stimulators rather than as containers. Receptors, in response to the

stimulus of messages construct meanings that may or may not correspond to
" what the communicator intended.*”

There is considerable insight here, of course. Each man is finite in his
understanding, and the potential for misunderstanding increases when
the message is translated. Communicators do not always say exactly
what they mean, and the best communicators will try to encourage the

28. For a recent discussion, see Harry Hoijer, “The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis,’
Intercultural Communication: A Reader, ed. Larry A. Samovar and Richard E. Porter
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1972) 114-123.

29, See above, n.16.

30. Charles H. Kraft, ‘Communicating the Gospel God's Way,” Ashland Theological
Bulletin 12 (1979} 34-35.
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feedback necessary to discover whether their meaning has been
absorbed by the receptors. Nevertheless, as stated these lines present
their case too disjunctively. Some ’contemporary understandings
contend that there is a major difference between messages and
meanings’, but others, while recognizing that any individual com-
mu nication may be imperfectly grasped, nevertheless insist that the
me ssage/meaning disjunction, taken absolutely, is one form of the
intentional fallacy, that human beings cannot entertain complex
meanings without propositions, and that therefore meaning and
message, though not identical, cannot be divided absolutely, that the
cormmonality of our creaturehood in the image of God makes verbal
cornmunication less problematic than some think; that even partici-
pant knowledge can be verbalized among those who share common
participant experience (whether sex or knowing God); that the
individual can ‘fuse’ his ‘horizon of understanding’ with the "horizon
of understanding’ of the communicator in order to assure true
understanding of the message, even if it may not be exhaustive
understanding; that meanings can and do pass from one person to the
other; that messages are neither mere stimulators nor mere communi-
cators, but the very stuff of the meaning, insofar as the two individuals

share semantic ranges and the like, and insofar as the communicator

says what he means.
MMuch more needs to be said on this first, difficult point, but this

sketch must serve to remind us that adherence to ‘dynamic equivalence’ -

as a linguistic principle in translation does not commit one to a con-
siderable conceptual baggage increasingly common in the literature.

Limits to the Equivalence of Biblical History

Dy namic equivalence must not be permitted to override the historical
particularity of the Bible. There is a sense in which any text is

historically conditioned. Even in the case of proverbs and aphorisms,

those most timeless of literary forms, some examples will prove more

easily adaptable than others. ‘Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? .

There is more hope for a fool than for him’ (Proverbs 26:12) is likely to
be coherent in most languages; ‘Better to live on a corner of the roof
than share a house with a quarrelsome wife’ (Proverbs 25:24)
pressupposes flat roofs frequented by humans, not snow-shedding

slo ped roofs never visited except to replace a gutter or a TV aerial. The -

problem becomes much more difficult when we leave aphorism and

come to narrative. The problems of equivalence can be grouped under .
ther headings (1) ecology, (2) material culture, (3) social culture, (4)

S e T e g sy e i el

e
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religious culture, and (5) linguistic culture.®' There is no simple way to
categorize the possible solutions; and the problems are very diverse.
An [Eskimo tribe reads a Bible that speaks of desert and lions; a
Me?(lcan tribe in Yucatan has never experienced the four seasons
typical of temperate zones (cf. Mark 13:28). If we follow TEV's ‘police’
or NEB’s ‘constable’ in Matthew 5:25, are we not unwittingly fostering
images of a gun-toting officer or an English bobby? Perhaps these cases
dgn’t matter; perhaps ‘police’ is acceptable. But many cases have
stings in the tail. If for instance we replace ‘recline at food’ or ‘recline

- at table” with sit down to eat’, we are going to have a tough job

imagining how John managed to get his head on Jesus’ breast.
Preservation of dgscrlptions of what is to us an alien custom, reclining
at tables, makes it possible to understand a later action, John placing

’ his head on Jesus’ breast.

-Fam not now dealing with such obvious distortions as ’this is the

- essence of all true religion’ (Matthew 7:12, Phillips) for “this sums up

the Law and the Prophets’ (NIV), or ‘then a diabolical plan came into

- the mind of Judas’ (Luke 22:3, Phillips) for ‘Then Satan entered Judas’
- (NIV). Rather, what interests me at this juncture is that God has

revealed himself to'men in time-space_history—to particular men and

~women, spatially and temporally and linguistically focated. 1f we are

not Very cautious about the way we treat the historical particulars, we
may introduce such substantive anachronisms that the story becomes

|nfrTﬁsicaII ~unbe|iev_abI_e—e»M;é.;E):e;c'hf'ém/“aié““th'évfé'cképtB’F“‘tﬂ'[‘ié”‘g'fbwsﬁ'win
,, Leff»t’éijgl_ﬂg» _historical "awareéness. Thére are ways of over-

coming the obscureness intrinsic in references to customs and
experiences unknown on receptor soil—for instance, Scripture notes

-and teachers (further discussed below), and meanwhile, we must ask

hpw much we are losing when we remove too many indicators of
historical and cultural “distance.” How such problems are resolved

~may depend to some extent on the literary stage of development of the

receptor group, but even if the group is coming across the printed page
for the first time, and enjoys virtually no comprehension of cultures
0{her than their own, it must be remembered that this receptor group
will likely use this new translation of the Bible for decades to come,
maybe a century or two. During all of that time, an increasing number
of this receptor people will be exposed to new cultures and education.
How well will the Bible translation serve then? Christianity is a religion

31. Eugene Nida, ‘Linguistics and E[thnology in Translation: Problems.” Word 1

(1945) 196.

T v E
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whose roots are deeply imbedded in the particularities of history, and
our translations must not obscure that fact.

Limits to the Equivalence of Salvation History

Dynamic equivalence must not be permitted to mask the development
of and internal

would argue strongly in the negative, not

song, or to images of the warrior lamb in the Apocalypse (e.g.

Revelation 5:6)2 Shall we change all such references to ‘pigs’ (‘All we

like swine have gone astray. . . .")¢ And if so, do we then make the
biblical pig-references clean, and designate some other animal
unclean? No: it is surely simpler to preserve ‘lamb’ in the first instance.
If this involves inventing a new word, so be it: a brief note could
ex plain that the word refers to an animal frequently sacrificed by the

people of the Bible, along with a succinct description of the animal’s

characteristics. ,
There is a second way in which appeal to dynamic equivalence
must not be permitted to mask the development and internal relations
of salvation history. We have witnessed a negative example in Kraft's
appeal to polygamy under the old covenant. What Kraft never
struggles with is the nature of the continuity/discontinuity pattern
w hen moving from old covenant to new. One can no more make
le gitimate appeal to the Old Testament to support polygamy among
Christian leaders than one can appeal ta the OT to defend continued
C hristian maintenance of all dietary laws. The fact that Christians
disagree over certain details on the continuity/discontinuity pattern is
no justification for the failure to wrestle with the issue when dealing
with something as sensitive in parts of Africa as is polygamy.*

17 For a detailed attempt to wrestle with problems of continuity and discontinuity, |

with substantial implications for the topic at hand, see D. A. Carson, ed., From Sabbath

to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical and Theological Investigation (Grand Rapids:

Zondervan, 1982).

relations within salvation history. Suppose, for -
instance, a tribe has a long tradition of sacrificing pigs, but has never -
so rmuch as heard of sheep. Is itin that case justifiable to render john
1:29, ‘Look, the swine of God, who takes away the sin of the world!'21
only because of the
importance of historical particularity, defended in the last point, but -
because of the plethora of rich allusions preserved in Scripture across
the sweep of salvation history. In what sense does Jesus ‘fulfill’ the Oid =
Testament sacrificial system if that system sacrificed lambs on the Day
of Atonement and at Passover, whereas Jesus is portrayed as a swine?
How then will John 1:29 relate to Isa 52:13-53:12, the fourth servant.
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The Necessity for Good Exegetes and Grammarians

in the I|.ght of these observations, | am inclined, somewhat hesitantl

to call in question the judgment of Nida and others, who argue thglt
good exegetes and grammarians make poor translators.>® Increasingly
they say that translation projects should begin with stylists who enjoyll

some marginal knowledge of Greek and Hebrew but who are

competent in the receptor language and permit the specialists their say
only at the cleaning up stage.
QL(;Ite ;Iearly the .gifts and training of the stylists are necessary. But |
;%VCI)S er if grammarians and exegetes are dismissed too rapidly. Most
eld translators for such organizations as Wycliffe Bible Translators

~ and the American Bible Society have one theological degree, perhaps

two—i.e. two or three years (i.e. four to six semester courses) of
Greek, and perhaps half that of Hebrew. Their problem, it may be, is
not that they have too much Greek, but too little. | would go further

and.suggest that even many teachers of Greek and Hebrew in colleges’
seminaries and universities do not enjoy much facility in the Ianguagei

~ These are precisely the kind of i
e people who are least likely to be
. sensitive to the demands of ‘dynamic equivalence.” How of{en for

example, have | taken second year Greek students aside and explained

- at length how rarely a Greek ici

: _ oW participle should be rendered by an
‘;Engl.lsh parpaple, ho_w many of the Greek connectives must ﬁné no
-equivalent in an English word but in the flow of English style, and so

forth. And | have learned that it is my best students in advanced

exegesis and advanced grammar courses who learn such flexibility

most thoroughly. To be good translators, they would benefit from
further study in linguistics and in literary style; but at a guess
advanced competence in the donor languages will not prove e;
hlndraqce but a strength in most cases, provided the teacher is aware
of the linguistic complexities and subtleties that surround translation
The reason I have suggested this alternative theory—and | admit it i;
only theory—is because the drift in many academic circles is toward
so great a flexibility in translation that, as we have seen, ‘communic-

_ ation’ becomes an ideal abstracted from the message to be commun-

Lcattvevd, and new v_oices loudly insist there is an impregnable wedge
etween t!'le meaning oftlje donor and the meaning of the receptor. To
provide safeguards against these erroneous positions, we must

encourage translators not only to pursue studies in linguistics and

33. Most i int in ‘Bi i
B4, M recently, Nida argues the point in ‘Bible Translation for the Eighties,’
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style, but to steep themselves in thella.nguages, hlstory(,):lulttl;]ren
s ymt;olism genre and theology of the blblI.Ca|. documents. t yCt o
isyit possibl,e to "fuse horizons’ with high reliability, and countera

i i ivi itrariness.
ing tide of relativism and arbll : ;
gr%‘;hogugh 'dynamic equivalence’ is Iap |mfpor‘[ar:1att ictocn;rp])oar;i?évg
i ims for w .
ation, we should tone dowp our clai : ' .
tIiraencsilsely because dynamic equivalence is CUstomarllyfdlescrilrl;)edtrl‘z
terms of equivalent response, we are in dan.ger of hiavweg the
impresssion that, provided we get our trarjslatlonf] right, .
ractically guarantee a massive turning to Christ. Wg ave no r’:])']atica"y
Fa)n Ethiopian eunuch who needed someone;o explim ?tg(TaCn:)rinthians
' dness of the human hea i
clear text, no place for the har ur el
f the Holy Spirit, no consi
2:14), no -place for the wor.k 0 st
i i larming set of secular presupp
rapidly growing and al ot of secy R
i nd outside it.

e world, both within the church a . 7
tSrltriptures themselves encourage us to multiply ttf:e dglé?:)r(;rging
evangelists, pastors/teachers and otf&er wolrkeirs,I ther:ethz q:Jality 2L

ion t ] s exclusively o
the notion that the entire task depen Is & St

i i is is not to justify obscure transla

ble translation used? This is not to jus e
Elasis of, say, total depravity or the like: if people do nqtc;J,nde.rsthrdt;Sk
Word o,f God, let it not be because we have lacked wisdom in

. q ’ l ’ :
as tr allslatOIS Yet In our defeﬂ(e ()‘ dyllallll( equivalence e SII()II d '
IEVEI, Culb our EXUbEIaIICG, IESt we

especially at the pppglar
jeopardize our credlblllty
proper use of dynamic equi

by the extravagance of our claims. The

S ) NS
hood of misunderstanding arising from poor translation, but it is no

universal spiritual panacea. .

The Use and Limits of Study Notes E
| have at several points suggested that it is better to preserve tne

L=k ) o
historical distance of the original text and to provide an explanatory

d
note . This raises the question of the place t())f stuii.y nnsoitssthaizc:esgt:rdy
ible i | wise observatio ;
bles. Nida and Taber offer severa . g
Elerh aps my favorite is that ‘it is best at least to maltf se?hsaenmtéh;;eke
jon in the margin, rather »
and put the scholarly caution in r N te
nonsgnse in the text and offer the excuse in .the rI;arng.e ! do rot
But my purpose here is to offer a further caution. Becau

ivalence translations decreases the likeli-

314, See, inter alia, William D. Reyburn, Secular Culture, Missions, and Spiritual

Values,” On Language, Culture, and Religion, e
Smalley (The Hague: M(.)ut()nf 1974} 287-299.
35. Theory and Practice 30.
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think that, by and large, dynamic equivalence should override the
distancing that stems both from historical particularism and from the
history of redemption, | favor a fairly liberal use of notes explaining
cultural, religious, ecological and linguistic points, especially in Bibles
designed for groups made up largely of first readers who therefore have
very little knowledge of the world outside their own setting. But great
pains should be taken to make those notes as 'neutral’ and as objective
as possible. Theological notes, hortatory comments, notes explaining
the flow, homiletical hints—all should be relegated to separate books.
The impetus for this judgment is twofold: (a) In this way are we less
likely to impose on the new converts the details of a theological
framework that may be in some measure faulty, or perhaps with
emphases tangential to their perceived world. (b) | grew up in Québec
where, at the time, if Roman Catholics would read the Bible at all, it
would be with Roman Catholic notes (such as the Léger version of the
New Testament). | witnessed first hand how such notes could
brainwash a people. Even when theoresical allowance is made for the
distinction between text and note, the constant re-reading of both on
the same page in practice blurs this distinction and shapes the
theological convictions of the reader. What applies to the Léger

- version applies mutatis mutandis to the New Scofield Reference Bible,

the Ryrie Study Bible and half a dozen others. It would be good to
avoid transmitting our mistakes in this area to the mission fields where
Bibles are appearing in new languages for the first time. Equally, it

- would be good to remember that the God of the Bible ordained that

there would be evangelists and teachers in his church. Translation of
the Scriptures is not the only thing needed for adequate communication
of the gospel: God has equally mandated the training and deployment

_ of evangelists and pastor/teachers. Failure to account for this aspect of
- our task may unwittingly encourage a ‘translation’ that is to some
- degree a perceived replacement of human agents.

~In observing such qualifications on ‘dynamic equivalence’ as the

ones | have suggested in this article, perhaps we shall retard the
debasement of the expression now in progress, and, more important,
encourage reliable translation of the Word of God.3®

36. After completing this paper, | was loaned (by Dr. David Hesselgrave) the latest
. book by Eugene A. Nida and William D. Reyburn, Meaning Across Cultures (Maryknoll:
Orbis, 1981). | am delighted to say that they raise somewhat similar warnings and, with

far more linguistic competence at their disposal than | have, provide numerous colorful
examples.
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