July 2016 – ARE YOU A “TRANSLATOR”?

Iwrite
n the autumn of 1945, C.S. Lewis received a letter from John Beddow, an Anglican priest, asking him to
a book for the Christian Workers’ Union (C.W.U.). This organization was a fellowship of working men and
women between ages of 16 and 30. The members worked in places such as factories, mines and shops.1
In responding, Lewis wrote:
Thank you for your most important letter. I am very glad
to learn of the existence of the C.W.U. which is exactly
what is needed. And I agree that it is essential for all
“literature” it issues to its members to be a translation into
the actual current speech of the people (It has always
seemed to me odd that those who are sent to evangelise
the Bantus begin by learning Bantu while the Church turns
out annually curates to teach the English who simply don’t
know the vernacular language of England).
But of course I can’t write a book for workers. I know
nothing at all of the realities of factory life. If one of you will
write the book, I will translate it: i.e. instead of a book by
me edited by you, you need a book by you edited by me.
That is, if you really need me at all. But are you sure you
do? People praise me as a “translator”, but what I want to
be is the founder of a school of “translation”.
I am nearly forty-seven. Where are my successors?
Anyone can learn to do it if they wish…2
Thirteen years later, in 1958, Lewis addressed his role as a “translator” near the end of an essay responding to
a critique of his work:
My task was . . . simply that of a translator—one turning Christian doctrine, or what he believed to be such,
into the vernacular, into language that unscholarly people would attend to and could understand.3
What about you? As you share the gospel with non-believers, or write or speak about Christian doctrine or
current issues from a Christian perspective, do you “translate” what you have to say into the language and
vocabulary the people you are communicating with understand and use?

“So with yourselves, if with your tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible,
how will anyone know what is said? For you will be speaking into the air.”
I CORINTHIANS 14:9 (ESV)
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