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Focus on the Regions of Chinese-Character Culturesy

Daud Soesilo*
1. Introduction

Bible translation in Asia dates back to the mid-second century of the common era
when the Gospels were translated into Syriac. The Peshitta (literally “simple”) was
the authorized Bible of the Syrian Church dating from the latter fourth or early fifth
century. It was carried by evangelists to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and China during
the sixth century.

The discovery of some Scripture portions mentioned on a monument in Xian (781
C.E.) is evidence that the Nestorian (Persian) Christians who went to China during
the seventh century may have engaged in some Bible translation. Otherwise, little is
known of their work.

Other early translation work in Asia is recorded, but there is no existing evidence
to attest to this work. Pope Benedict XII in 1335 referred to a Mongolian Bible,
presumably a translation of the New Testament and Psalms for liturgical purposes
prepared by a Franciscan monk at the court of Kublai Khan in 1306.2) However, no
trace of this text remains. Presumably, Bible translation into Chinese was
undertaken by the Jesuits in the early sixteenth century, but none of their work
survives. A Japanese New Testament was translated by Jesuit missionaries in Kyoto
in 1613, but no copies remain.

It is the Malay translation of Matthew’s Gospel by Albert Cornelisz Ruyl,
printed in 1629, which is the earliest attested translation into an Asian language.
Ruyl!’s translation is also significant as the earliest example of the translation and

printing for evangelistic purposes of a portion of the Bible in a non-European

* United Bible Societies Asia Pacific Area Translations Coordinator

1) This constitutes a section of a larger article which will be published in the History of Bible
Translation volume.

2) See Graham Ogden, “Bible Translation,” Scott W. Sunquist, ed., A Dictionary of Asian Christianity
(Grand Rapids; Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 79.
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language.?

However, it is Chinese Bible translation that has impacted on Korean and
Japanese Bible translations. As other Chinese, Korean and Japanese scholars will
present detailed history of Bible translation in Chinese, Korean and Japanese
respectively, this overview will present a sketch of the Bible translation history in
these three languages and a brief treatment how divine names have been translated

in these Chinese-character cultures.

2. Chinese Bible Translation

Let us start by overviewing the history of Bible translation into Chinese.¥

Shen Tian ShengShu (“Divine Heaven Holy-Book™); by | NT: 1814 (Canton); OT-NT:

Robert Morrison, and W. Milne (OT) 1823 (Malacca)

Marshman’s Version; by Joshua Marshman and J. NT: 1816 (Serampore); OT:
Lassar 1822 (Serampore)

Medhurst’s Version, also known as Si Ren XiaoZu NT: 1837 (Batavia, now Jakarta);

YiBen (“Four People Small-Group Version”); by Walter | OT: 1838 (Singapore ?)
H. Medhurst, Karl F.A. Giitzlaff (chief translator for
OT), Elijah C. Bridgman, and John R. Morrison

JiuShi Zhu YeSu Xin YiZhao Shu (“Saving-World Lord | NT: 1840 (Singapore ?)
Jesus New Testament Book™; revision of Medhurst’s
Version); by Karl F.A. Giitzlaff

Delegates’ Version; by Walter H. Medhurst, John NT: 1852 (Shanghai, BFBS-
Stronach, W.C. Milne, and Elijah C. Bridgman LMS); OT: 1854 (Shanghai,
BFBS ?)

3) Eugene A. Nida, ed. The Book of a Thousand Tongues. 2nd ed. (New York: United Bible Societies,
1972), 269.

4) I am indebted to Dr Simon Wong for this helpful list. Please note that the names of the translations
are not always the official titles; many translations only bear the name ShengJing (“Holy Book™) or
alike without further specifications. Information on the table are based on Spillett’s Catalogue of
Scriptures (1975).



Goddard Version; by Josiah Goddard

NT: 1853 (Ningpo, AFBS)

Nanking Version, also known as Medhurst’s Southern
Mandarin Version; by Walter H. Medhurst and John

Stronach

NT: 1857 (Shanghai, BFBS)

Bridgman’s Version; by Elijah C. Bridgman and
Michael S. Culbertson

NT: 1859 (Ningbo); OT: 1863
(Shanghai)

Peking Version, also known as Northern Mandarin
Version or Beijing GuanHua YiBen (“Beijing Mandarin
[Official-language] Version™); by William A.P. Martin,
Joseph Edkins, Samuel I.J. Schereschewsky, John S.
Burdon, and Henry Blodget)

NT: 1872 (Peking; BFBS)

John Version (Easy Wenli), by Griffith John

NT: 1885 (Hankow, NBSS)

Schereschewsky Version (Easy Wenli), also known as
Er Zhi Ban (“Two Fingers Edition”); by S. L. J.

Schereschewsky

NT: 1898 (Tokyo: The Shueisha);
OT-NT 1902 (Shanghai: ABS)

Qian Wenli Hehe Yiben (“Easy Wenli Union Version”);
by John S. Burdon, Henry Blodget, R.H. Graves, etc.

NT: 1904 (Shanghai, ABS)

Shen Wenli Hehe Yiben (“High Wenli Union Version™);
by John Chambers, Joseph Edkins, John Wherry, etc.

NT: 1905 (Shanghai, BFBS,
ABS, NBSS); OT: 1919
(combined with Easy Wenli)

GuoYii Hehe Yiben (“National-language Union
Version”), also known as Union Mandarin Version; by

Calvin W. Mateer, J.L. Nevius, Henry, Blodget, etc.

NT: 1907 (BFBS); OT-NT:
1919 (BFBS)

Wang Xuan Chen Version (or Wang Hsilian-ch’en); by
Wang Xuan Chen

NT: 1934

Sydenstriker Version; by A. Sydenstriker (and Zhu
Baohui ?)

NT:1929 (Nanking, Theological
Seminary)

Lii Zhenzhong Version; by Li Zhenzhong

NT: 1952 (HK: The Bible Book
and Tract Depot Ltd.); OT-NT:
1970 (HK: HKBS)
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Xinyi Xinyue Quanshu (“New-Translation
New-Covenant Whole-Book™); by Theodore E. Hsiao
(Chinese: Xiao Tiedi)

NT: 1967 (HK, Spiritual Food
Publishers)

Sigao ShengJing (“Sigao” = Franciscanum); by

Studium Biblicum Franciscanum

NT/OT: 1968 (HK: Studium

Biblicum Franciscanum)

Today’s Chinese Version (Chinese: Xiandai Zhongwen
Yiben); by Moses Hsii; I-Jin Loh, Zhou Lianhua, etc.

NT: 1975 (HK; UBS); OT: 1979
(HK; UBS)

Chinese Union New Punctuation (Chinese: Xin

Biaodian Heheben)

NT/OT: 1988 (HK; UBS)

ShengJing Xin YiBen (“Holy-Book New Version™)

NT: 1976 (HK; TianDao);
OT-NT: 1992 (HK; TianDao)

Revised Today’s Chinese Version (Chinese: Xiandai

Zhongwen Yiben Xiudingban)

NT/OT: 1995 (HK, UBS)

Revised Chinese Union Version

NT 2006 (HKBS)

The first Protestant missionary to China, Robert Morrison of the London
Missionary Society, arrived in Canton in 1807. As an official translator for the East
Indies Company, Morrison completed his translation of the New Testament in 1813
and the Bible in 1819, though it was not published until 1823. A few years earlier
Marshman and Lassar were working on their Chinese Bible translation in
Serampore, India. Their Chinese Bible was published in 1822, but unfortunately it
was not widely used.

These early texts which were in the literary classical form known as Wénli, or
later in the more modernized form Easy Weénli, were becoming less comprehensible
to general readers by the end of the 19th century; eventually these early translations
needed revision. The revision project was known as the Chinese Union Version. The
aim was to publish three versions: higher classical Wénli; and lower classical
Chinese Easy Wénli, and Mandarin. However, as it turned out, only the Mandarin
“Union Version” was widely accepted.

Disagreement on how to translate divine names had always plagued the history of
Chinese Bible translation. Even prior to the Union Version, it was an issue, but only

when there was an effort of collaboration did this problem became a real



controversy. One of the historians calls it “one of the most bizarre yet serious
controversies of the modern missionary movement”.5)

There are two major terms (shen and shangdi) used for the Christian God. The
side supporting shen held that it was the only true translation for the biblical “God,”
even though it never had this meaning historically because of the absence of a
Chinese monotheistic faith. However, it was comparable to the Greek Theos and the
Latin deus, as it was a generic term describing the highest class of Chinese gods,
including shangdi. This also made it possible to use this term in the plural. For these
reasons, shen was held to be the term which could best be adapted to the meaning of
the Christian God. Shangdi, on the other hand, was understood as a name rather than
a generic term, which could not be used in the plural. Additionally, it was also used
as a term for the Chinese Emperor huangdi, and could thus not be considered for
God.

The other side maintained that the Christian God had revealed himself in ancient
China, especially during the time of the Zhou dynasty (ca.1122-255 BCE). Belief in
him had been set forth even in the Confucian classics, where shangdi was described
as the highest deity. Shangdi was regarded in Chinese mythology as the creator of
all things, including shen, which in most cases meant spirit and in only very rare
cases deity, although it was used for false gods. Shen could not be used for God, but
only for the Spirit, another person of the Trinity. This final point complicated the
matter immensely, and made a compromise much more difficult because the shen
advocates had determined /ing to be the right term for Spirit.

Those who argued for shen were convinced that the Chinese had never known the
Christian God, and had therefore no equivalent term to describe him; they believed,
however, that shen could grow into a suitable term.

The shangdi advocates represented an Old Testament belief that God had
revealed himself even in China, and had been to some extent known throughout
Chinese history. They believed that it was only necessary to “reawaken” the
Chinese knowledge of Christianity, whereas the other side had to introduce a whole
new concept.

The conflict often also had the appearance of a national struggle, because to a

5) See Jost Oliver Zetzsche, The Bible in China: The History of the Union Version or the Culmination
of Protestant Missionary Bible Translation in China, Monumenta Serica Monograph Series 45
(Sankt Augustin: Monumenta Serica Institute, 1999), Section 4.1.3, fn. 34.
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great degree, the lines were drawn between British and German (pro-shangdi) and
American missionaries (pro-shen). Hence, in his thesis, Paul Bartel asked: “Could it
be that the imperial mind naturally inclined to the term related to such thought
forms such as shangdi, whereas democratic Americans favored the term without
imperial or rulership connotation?”’®)

The British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS) decided in November 1848 against
the use of shen, whereas the American Bible Society (ABS) in November 1850
formed a subcommittee, which finally decided on shen.

Apart from the suggestion of shen and shangdi, there were still other suggestions
for the rendering of God. The British delegates who so strongly advocated shangdi
wrote a letter to all the missionaries in China in January 1850, suggesting the
Nestorian term aluohe (found in the Nestorian Tablet), a transliteration of the
Hebrew elohim, as a compromise solution. However, this term was never actually
used in Protestant Bible translations. In the Catholic and Russian Orthodox
translations, they use: tianzhu “Lord of Heaven” (a term that was actually used in
Schereschewsky’s famous translation, published by ABS in 1909); shengshen “holy
shen”; shangzhu “Lord above” (this term is still in use in Today’s Chinese Version);
or zhenshen “true shen”.

It is interesting to point out that the Peking Version (1872) was published in five
different editions (each one using one of the following different terms for God:
tianzhu, shen, zhenshen, shangdi, and shangzhu).

Although most Protestant Bible translations that were published after the Union
Version have employed shangdi, Baptist editions and most editions for mainland
China still use shen. A modern analysis of the conflict, now that both terms are
established to some degree, even reveals a positive aspect of the use of two terms.
According to this view, shen represents a concept of divine immanence, while

shangdi represents transcendence.

6) Paul H. Bartel, “The Chinese Bible, being a historical survey of its translation” M. A. thesis
(University of Chicago, 1946), 51.
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3. Korean Bible Translation

There have been five major Korean Bible translations to date:7)

1) Korean Revised Version (1961)

2) New Korean Revised Version (1998)

3) Common Translation (1999)

4) Revised New Korean Standard Version (2001)
5) Catholic New Translation (2005)

Korean Bible translation has faced a similar challenge. Since the 1890s, the term
for “God” has been a serious matter in Korean translation, because of the issues
involved in translating the Greek word, Theos. John Ross from Scotland was the
first person to translate the Bible into Korean. The New Testament was translated in
1887 with the help of John Mclntyre and certain Korean believers, and a committee
completed the full Bible in 1911. Ross translated it using the traditional Korean
term of Hananim “Lord of Heaven”, whereas Soo-Jung Lee, a Korean living in
Japan, in his Chinese New Testament with suffixes in Korean, translated it as Shin
“God”. In 1893, the American missionary, L.H. Underwood, originally translated it
as Sangje “Supreme Being”, but after he became a member of the Board of Official
Translators, he reverted to using Hananim.

Another American missionary, Appenzeller, was influenced by Ross’ translation
and used the term Hananim from the beginning. However, the Catholic Church,
which came to Korea a hundred years earlier than the Protestant Church, used the
term Chonju “Heavenly Lord”. Because the BFBS preferred this term, Korean
Scriptures were published in two versions, the Chonju Translation and the Hananim
Translation, from 1804 till 1904. When The Korean New Testament was published
in 1904, Hananim was finally settled on as the term for God, especially among the
Protestants, while the Catholic Bible translation has been using Haneunim.

7) Iam indebted to Korean Bible Society for this excellent chart.
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4. Japanese Bible Translation
Bible translation works into Japanese can be divided into three major groups: 8

1) Pre-Meiji Catholic missionary translation - mid 16™ to early 17" century
2) Various Missionary translations - 19" century

3) Japanese individual and denominational translations — 19" to 21 century

As the Christian Bible was introduced to Japan by way of China, Japanese Bible
translation depended heavily on Chinese Bible translations. In the early 16" century
the word for God was translated as Dinichi Nyorai, some used the Latin Deus, others
used the word Tenshu. However, Morrison’s Chinese Bible translation was a major
influence on the decision to choose the Japanese word for God, Kami. The word had
long been used in Japanese native religion, and beginning with Meijimotoyaku’s
New Testament (1880) and Old Testament (1887) all the way to the
Interconfessional Japanese Bible translation (1987), Kami has been accepted the

common word for God among Christians.

5. Conclusion

We have now learnt that in the regions of Chinese-character culture that
translating divine names is an area of real debate. Chinese is an example for which
discussion and debate regarding the translation of divine names and certain key
theological terms has lasted as long as the work of Bible translation in that
language. This debate has spilled over to Korean Bible translation, and to Japanese
Bible translation.

Although there are foreign missionaries who think that adopting local divine
names can lead to confusion and syncretism, Lamin Sanneh, the West African
theologian and Professor of Missions and World Christianity at Yale University has
noted that there are important differences between Christianized African societies in

which indigenous names for God have been retained and those in which it was

8) I am indebted to Japan Bible Society for this excellent chart. See The Panoramic Bible (Tokyo:
Japan Bible Society, 2005), 202.
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thought necessary to borrow a foreign word. The former shows greater levels of
church growth, Christian stability, and of social vigor and engagement within the

churches. This is true not only in African context, but also in Asia and other parts of
the world.

<Keyword>

Chinese Bible Translation, Chinese-Character Culture, Korean Bible Translation,

Japanese Bible Translation, Divine Names in Chinese
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