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Abstract:

Translation of the Bible is difficult in any language. Chinese is no exception—-and one of the most basic words, God, is also one of the most difficult to translate. From the earliest Christian writings in China (the Nestorians) to the first translations of portions of Scripture into Chinese (e.g. Matteo Ricci) to the earliest full Chinese Bible (Robert Morrison’s “translation race” with Joshua Marshman), to James Legge's revisions and subsequent “term question” debate with William Boone, and up to the modern version—this paper will trace the development of the translation of the Holy Scriptures into Chinese.
Christianity has appeared in China three times prior to the modern era:  the Tang (618–907 AD), the Yuan (1206–1368 AD), and the Ming (1368–1644) dynasties. Protestant missionaries did not arrive until the end of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) which was also the last dynasty in China’s history and roughly coincided with the advent of the modern missions movement.

Translation of the Bible is perceived as a part of this modern missions movement, a Protestant idea that began, in China, with Robert Morrison.  However, translation has been around for as long as there have been Christian missions to China.  This paper will highlight three periods of Bible translation according to dynasty, corresponding to the Nestorians, Catholics, and Protestants, using Alopen, Matteo Ricci, and Robert Morrison as paradigms par excellence of these eras.  This paper will not be about Morrison per se, but rather about the issue of translation and how Morrison fits into the history of Bible translation in China.
Translation presents special problems.  For one, it is not just a matter of substituting one word for another.  It is an art, not a science, and words do not always have one-to-one correspondence in other languages.  Translation necessarily is interpretation.  Thus the degree of literalism needs to be considered.  How much is idiom relied upon?  Is the aim a wooden literalism or a dynamic equivalence or a paraphrase?  Secondly, the translator must have a receptor in mind—is the target audience the common people?  The literati?  The center?  Or a minority group?  Thirdly, language is not culture-neutral; it is unavoidably a bearer of culture, hence it is necessary to have knowledge of the people’s lives and culture when working with their language—for example, what words are deemed offensive, which words are loaded with other connotations, etc.  Translation is never done in a vacuum.  A fourth concern is proper nouns and whether translation or transliteration is most useful.  For example, the Hebrew name “Yeshua” can be translated as “Salvation” but is transliterated as “Joshua” in English and “Iesous” in the Greek.  Chinese has a particular problem in this regard because, unlike Western languages (and unlike even Eastern languages like Korean), Chinese has no alphabet, not even a syllabary like Japanese.  So the word “Oxford” is translated as Niu2 Jing1 (which means “cow crossing a stream”, hence ox ford), whereas the word “Yale” is transliterated Ye1Lu3 (which means absolutely nothing if you take the meaning of the characters, but sounds like the English word).  A final consideration is that much meaning is lost in translation.  If the Scriptures are translated into Chinese using another medium other than Greek and Hebrew, then inevitably there will be two or even three degrees of separation from the original languages.  There is also the loss of meaning across time.  Taking texts that are several millennia old and translating them into a modern tongue will almost certainly involve a comprehension gap, which means either compromising the modern meaning or the ancient one.  These factors, among others, make translation an incredibly arduous and difficult task.
The word for “God” is, ironically, one of the most notoriously difficult to translate.  The issue at stake is the distinction between syncretism and contextualization.  Christianity is full of tensions:  God is three in one.  Christianity is both particular and universal.  Jesus is fully God and fully man.  There is divine sovereignty and human responsibility.  God is both just and merciful.  Christianity is a religion of freedom and law.  Salvation is by faith but works cannot be separated from faith.  Missions consists of evangelism and social action working together.  God requires both holiness and brokenness from his people.  And Christianity needs to be contextual without being syncretistic—but there is a fine line between the two.  One of the questions that has plagued Bible translators is how to render Yahweh, what we in English translate as LORD or transliterate as Jehovah.  Likewise, in Chinese do we render Yahweh as Shang4 di4 (a translation meaning “Lord on High”) or Ye1he1hua2 (a transliteration)?  This will be explored more in depth later in this paper, but the problem can be distilled into the difference between General Revelation and Specific Revelation.
General Revelation can come through either nature, history, or “the constitution of the human being.”
  Romans 1:18-23 even affirms that knowledge of God, to a degree, can be attained through observing physical creation.  In addition to these, General Revelation can also be found in man’s religious nature.  Millard Erickson points out that, “While the exact nature of the belief and worship practice varies considerably from one religion to another, many see in this universal tendency towards worship of the holy the manifestation of a past knowledge of God, an internal sense of deity, which, although it may be marred and distorted, is nonetheless still present and operating in human experience.”  Specific Revelation, however, comes only through Scripture, or in certain cases theophany, where God reveals himself to a particular person.
Don Richardson popularized the idea of General Revelation in his books Peace Child and Eternity in Their Hearts.  He took his cue from Ecclesiastes 3:11 which says, “He has also set eternity in the hearts of men,” arguing that people of non-Christian faiths actually have known the Judeo-Christian God from the beginning, although perhaps in a contextualized form and by another name.  He calls this the “principle of redemptive analogy—the application to local custom of spiritual truth. The principle we discerned was that God had already provided for the evangelization of these people by means of redemptive analogies in their own culture. These analogies were our stepping-stones, the secret entryway by which the gospel came…”
  His argument rests on the fact that even the Greek word Theos, which is seen as the “Biblical” word for God, follows this principle of redemptive analogy.  For example, in Acts 17:23, when the Apostle Paul attempted to reveal the “Unknown God” on the Areopagus, he made the bold statement, “Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you.”  Even the Greek philosophers Xenophanes, Plato, and Aristotle recognized Theos as the personal name for the one Supreme God, despite the pantheon of other gods.
  And even more controversially, Theos was not an acultural term as we would sometimes like to believe—like the Latin Deus, it clearly is derived from the name Zeus, thus bringing the possibility of charging Paul with syncretism!
  Even the English word “God” was originally a loaded pagan word which comes from Germanic-Nordic mythology and is a derivative of the Proto-Indo-European word for the Norse god Odin.  Don Richardson also drew examples from places as far-flung as Peru, where the Inca Pachacuti turned away from worship of the sun god Inti in order to worship Viracocha, identified as “the Lord, the omnipotent creator of all things.”
  John Ferguson mentions something similar in Africa where Nigerian Christians “have claimed the worship of Oludumare or Chukwu as a striving towards ‘the God and Father of Jesus Christ’” and that Roman mythology gets blended with Christianity when “Saturn’s symbols, the rosette, palm, dove, lion and crown appear in the churches; formulae such as bonis bene were used by Christians; the god’s title Senex was applied to the Christian bishop.”

Clearly the line between syncretism and contextualization becomes blurred at times.  The challenge is to accomplish the latter without succumbing to the former.  With these principles in mind, it is helpful to have an overview of the history of Christian missions and Bible translation in China.

Nestorians
The Nestorians are usually credited with being the first missionaries to China, starting with the arrival of Alopen (Aluoben) in 635 AD.
  The name “Alopen” is a mysterious one.  It has been speculated that it might be a transliteration of “Adam” or “Abraham.”  It might be the Syriac word for “The Return of God.”
  Whatever the case, Alopen was a Nestorian monk from Persia who, along with his delegation of priests, made his way to the imperial court of the Tang Dynasty and an audience with the Emperor Tai4 Zong1.  The Emperor had been expecting this delegation for some time,
 and was no doubt feeling a sense of kinship because his own mother was of a Turkish-Mongolian Nestorian family.  Around the year 1625 a famous stone stele was found outside of the ancient capital of Xi’an in Shaanxi Province, which was the earliest evidence of Christianity in China.  The stele was written in Syriac and Chinese, and it had the Emperor’s approval of Alopen’s delegation inscribed on it, which read:

“The Way does not have a common name and the sacred does not have a common form. Proclaim the teachings everywhere for the salvation of the people. Aluoben, the man of great virtue from the Da Qin Empire, came from a far land and arrived at the capital to present the teachings and images of his religion. His message is mysterious and wonderful beyond our understanding. The teachings tell us about the origin of things and how they were created and nourished. The message is lucid and clear; the teachings will benefit all; and they shall be practiced throughout the land” (3:8-13).

Christianity was referred to as “The Religion of Light” (jing3 jiao1) by the Chinese
.  Alopen’s delegation brought not only some Scriptures but icons, relics, and the so-called “Jesus Sutras.”  The Jesus Sutras were writings that told the Gospel message and the life and teachings of Jesus in a summarized, contextualized way for the Chinese, in harmony with Taoism.
  Samuel Hugh Moffett, in his History of Christianity in Asia, believed the Jesus Sutras to be syncretistic, showing that these kinds of charges were leveled against even the earliest stages of Christian missions to China.

Although the stele says that translations of the “sacred books” of Nestorian Christianity were made in the imperial library, Alopen and Co. did not so much as translate the Scriptures into Chinese as provide a paraphrased version for the consumption of the Chinese.  Martin Palmer remarked, “Most of the books that the Jesus Sutras used as references have completely disappeared from history outside of their preservation in these few fragile Sutras found in China over the past hundred years or so.  Yet these teachings reflect the integration of the Jesus story with older traditions and beliefs that produced new versions of the story that had significance to different peoples and cultures.”
  Their Sutras included one called Teachings of the Apostles, roughly based on the Sermon on the Mount, and another called The Sutra of Cause, Effect, and Salvation, which is a combination of Greek and Buddhist terminology.  One notable Sutra was called The Sutra of Jesus Christ, where Jesus Christ is transliterated as “Ye-Su” and “Mishisuo” (“Jesus” and “Messiah”), possibly the earliest Chinese transliterations of these words.
An excerpt from the The First Sutra, The Sutra of the Teachings of the World-Honored One, Third Part, Chapters 6-7, reads:
Ten days after the Messiah ascended to Heaven, he sent the Pure Wind upon his disciples. From Heaven he observed the enlightenment the Pure Wind brought to his disciples. It came as fire upon them. Through the Pure Wind they were inspired to go out and take the true faith to all. They took the teachings of the Messiah and helped people see the World-Honored One, who sent the One from the Father to come down from Heaven. This was the Holy One, the One who suffered for us and brought us freedom. He died, but after three days he escaped from the hold of death, through the action of the World-Honored One’s qi. Nothing like this has ever been heard of before… Through this Law all can be raised back to life from the Yellow Springs [the afterlife], to live forever, after judgment… The Great Evil Ghost called Pa To, who lives on the dead, turned the world against the disciples and stirred up trouble for them… This is why the Heavenly Honored One sends the spirit force to all places to save everyone. It goes to all that live and teaches the truth. This is different from what the various deities and spirits do.

As can be seen from this passage, it was not just words that were translated, it was whole concepts that were culturally contextualized.  It is one thing to call the Holy Spirit the “Pure Wind,” but quite another to call God’s power “qi” or to call the afterlife the “Yellow Springs”.  Yet the Gospel story is clearly identifiable and its key facts are unchanged.
One more point bears mentioning:  even had the Nestorians desired to translate the entire Bible into Chinese (which they did not), their canon was markedly different from the Western corpus.  Their Old Testament lacked the Book of Chronicles, and their New Testament, at this early fifth-century form, did not have 2 Peter, 2 & 3 John, Jude, and Revelation.  So, even if they did translate their Scriptures into Chinese, the Bible would not have been “complete” in the form that we know it today.

Catholics

The Roman Catholic foray into China began in the late 13th century.  The first wave of Catholic missionaries consisted of Dominicans and Franciscans.  These first Catholic missionaries overlapped with the last of the Nestorians.  Although there was some friction between the two groups, the end of the Yuan Dynasty and the beginning of the Ming Dynasty seems to have dispersed their efforts.
  Three hundred years later, it was no longer the Franciscans and Dominicans but rather the Jesuits who were on the forefront of Christianity in China.  The differences between these groups were marked.  The Franciscans and Dominicans essentially brought Christendom.  Every baptized Chinese convert was required to wear European clothes, adopt European surnames, and observe European rites.  Joseph Sebes wryly observed:  “The spirit and example of Paul of Tarsus, who accommodated Christianity, hitherto a small Jewish sect, to Greco-Roman culture, was overlooked and ignored.”
  Unlike their Catholic predecessors, the Jesuits were accommodationists, adopting Chinese dress and engaging with Ruist traditions.
  After their arrival in China in 1542, much radical change took place.  The Jesuits counted among their number Francis Xavier, who died within sight of the shores of China but never actually set foot in the country, and the Italian missionary Matteo Ricci, who was probably their most effective representative:  “Ricci’s method of cultural accommodation was not a rigid policy but a mental attitude developed on a trial-and-error basis. He used ideas and practices inherited from his predecessors, but he used them selectively.”

The Chinese name for God was a perfect example of this.  David Chusing Wu was of the opinion that “Matteo Ricci’s insightful employment of the Chinese classical term for God was perhaps the most significant theological contextualization which he and the Jesuit mission did in China.”
  He even wrote a book called True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven (Tian1zhu3 shi4yi4).  The two words that Ricci deliberated over were Tian (which means “Heavenly One”) and Shangdi (which means “Lord on High”).  He studied Confucian texts and concluded that Shangdi is equivalent to the Greek Theos, citing, for example, The Doctrine of the Mean from the Chinese Classics which reads “The ceremonies of sacrifices to Heaven and Earth are meant to serve Shangti.”
  Compare the word for emperor, which is Huang2 Di4 (“August Lord”), and the word for God which is Shang4 Di4 (“Lord on High”), and this will give an indication of the meaning of this title.  Divine right and imperial standing are both implied in this word, but Shangdi, by the very nature of the word, is higher than Huangdi, marking the only place where the emperor is surpassed.  The Chinese character for Di4 signifies the stem of a flower, so it also has the added implication of roots and origins, from which all else springs.

However, this use of Shangdi was also carefully nuanced by Matteo Ricci.  He was concerned “not so much with the name, [but] rather with the nature of God as perceived by the Chinese scholars.”
  He was not implying that Shangdi was absolutely equivalent to the Latin Deus but rather that the similarity was close enough to establish certain principles about this Supreme God:  namely, that he is the Supreme Creator of the universe, that he continues to show his providence to all people, and that he rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked.
  This use of the word Shangdi, while having Western critics, was generally accepted with approval from Confucian scholars and the Chinese literati.

Even beyond the translation of the name of God, there were other crucial translation decisions he had to make, such as how to render the Decalogue.  Ricci translated the sixth commandment, “Thou shalt not commit adultery”, as “Thou shalt not do depraved, unnatural, or filthy things”, ensuring he covered all possible scenarios of wrongfulness beyond marital infidelity.

However, despite Ricci’s efforts at rendering what he deemed to be the most important parts of Scripture, no attempt was made by the Jesuits to translate the Bible in its entirety into Chinese.
Protestants
This brings us to Protestant era and the subject of the conference, Robert Morrison, remembered today as “The Father of Protestant Missions in China”.
  Protestants arrived during the last century of the last dynasty of China, the Qing1 Dynasty (not to be confused with the Qin2 Dynasty, the first dynasty of China, which is where the name of China is derived from).  The early Protestant presence might be called “A Tale of Two Rivalries.”  The first rivalry was the race for the first complete Chinese Bible, and the second rivalry was the competition for the correct word for “God.”

The first rivalry involved Robert Morrison himself.  When Morrison arrived in Canton in 1807, he was preoccupied with one monumental task:  translating the entire Bible into Chinese.  Morrison built upon the existing Catholic translations as a foundation for this, which, along with the Chinese grammar and dictionary, became one of his life projects.
  The other great contribution he left behind was the establishment of the Anglo-Chinese College in Malacca.  Morrison believed that Scripture translation and Christian education were two of the most important and lasting legacies he could leave for the future of Protestant missions.  However, he was plagued with some burning questions:  Was he really a missionary?  After all, he was not primarily engaged with evangelism and in fact saw very few converts in his lifetime.  Do translation and education count as real missions?  Or does one have to be an evangelist?
  Morrison, by asking these questions, began to transform the face of the traditional missionary.  He later received some assistance from fellow William Milne, who was sent by the British & Foreign Bible Society in July 1813.
  Morrison and Milne sought to answer some of these questions by turning to the famed Serampore Trio of William Carey, Joshua Marshman, and William Ward, who were a veritable factory of Scripture translation.  However, Morrison was displeased to realize that he was not the only one out to accomplish this task of translating the entire Bible into Chinese.  In 1806, Joshua Marshman began to study Chinese with a view to this very goal.  He hired a certain Armenian Christian named Johannes Lassar to assist him,
 and the race was on.  Despite our hagiographic view of these missionaries, their rivalry had as much pettiness about it as nobility.  Morrison was envious of what he deemed Marshman’s encroachment upon his territory, for Morrison did not think that someone outside of China should be engaged in translating the Bible into Chinese (not to mention that he was justified in thinking his own Chinese skills were far better than Marshman’s).  This rivalry lasted for 15 years, with Marshman completing his translation first, in 1823, and Morrison following a year later.  It tremendously irked Morrison to have finished “second in the race”, though the public could not tell the difference.  To add salt to the wound, they were both working on a Chinese grammar at the same time as well, and though Morrison finished his first, it was delayed in a publication office for three years, thus allowing Marshman’s to be published first.
  Marshman may have won the race for the Bible, but not without some serious “casualties of war.”  First of all, Marshman finished his Bible in India whereas Morrison was actually in the context of China where the translation was most relevant.  Plus, it was subject to the even more damning criticism that Marshman’s translation was far less accurate than Morrison’s.  Andrew Walls said, “The Marshman Bible has got to be one of the greatest white elephants in the history of missions.”
  It was done in a rushed, haphazard manner, by someone who hardly knew Chinese and had never set foot in China, who did not have the proper resources or people to accomplish the task, and who was ultimately driven by this competition with Morrison.
Despite the dearness of the labor, Robert Morrison himself said about his pet project, “If Morrison and Milne’s Bible shall, in China, at some subsequent period, hold such a place in reference to a better translation, as Wickliff’s or Tyndale’s now hold in reference to our present English version, many will for ever bless God for the attempt; and neither the Missionary Society, nor the Bible Society, will ever regret the funds they have, or shall yet expend, in aid of the object.”
  Morrison, though the instrumental cause of the complete Chinese Bible, was driven by a man named William Moseley, perhaps the primary cause, in much the same way that Andrew Fuller was the driving force behind William Carey.  In 1798, almost a decade before Morrison’s arrival in China, Moseley wrote a pamphlet with a long title (typical of the day) fit to rival Carey’s An Enquiry
 called Memoir on the importance and practicability of translating and printing the Holy Scriptures, in the Chinese language; and of circulating them in that vast empire: including an account of the introduction, progress, and present state of Catholic missions.
  Moseley’s conviction of reaching China was that “There are two ways by which the Gospel may be carried to the Heathen. The one by sending Missionaries; the other by circulating the Scriptures. The former of these methods has been tried in China for many years; but hitherto the attempt has been almost in vain.”
  This helped to set Morrison’s mind at ease about the question of whether Scripture translation was “real” missions work.  Moseley, however, disparaged Matteo Ricci’s accommodationist attitude,
 and Morrison himself never adopted Chinese dress, confronted Confucian traditions, or dialogued with Buddhism or Taoism.  These matters were left up to Morrison’s successor.
James Legge, a fellow Brit, took up Morrison’s mantle at both the Anglo-Chinese College and in Bible translation.  He felt that Morrison’s Chinese Bible required some revision, as some of the words were not rendered correctly in Legge’s opinion.  For example, Lauren Pfister noted that the Greek word logos was translated woodenly as yan2, “the spoken word… Neither the broader nuances nor the metaphysical implications of the term could be in any way communicated to a Chinese audience by this particular rendering.”
  There was also a problem with the word for “spirit” which was translated as feng1 or “wind”.
It was Legge who was embroiled in the second rivalry and controversy, along with an American missionary named William Boone.  The issue of how to render the word “God” came up again, despite the fact that Matteo Ricci had already tackled this problem several hundred years earlier.  One of the differences was that the “term question” was no longer between the words Tian1 and Shangdi, but between shen2 and Shangdi.  William Boone argued in favor of shen; James Legge, like Matteo Ricci, argued for Shangdi.  This second rivalry, the competition for the correct name for “God” in Chinese, was not quite as petty as the Marshman-Morrison race for the Bible, mainly because the issue of the translation of the name of God is immensely important for the reason mentioned at the beginning of this paper—the fine line between syncretism and contextualization.  Boone’s choice for shen was based on the belief that Shangdi broke the first commandment prohibiting worship of other gods.  It would make the Chinese believe they could also worship others in the Chinese pantheon such as ancestral spirits and Buddhist boddhisatvas.
  Legge responded to Boone’s charge of idolatry by responding that the word shen teaches polytheism and would “reduce the doctrine of the Trinity to an absurdity.”
  Ironically, it seems that Legge and Boone were practically accusing each other of the same thing!

The practical outworkings of this rivalry were that Boone, an American, published with the standard missionary journal called the Chinese Repository while Legge was reduced to publishing with the Hongkong Register.
  Funding was also an issue.  The American Bible Society began publishing Bibles using only shen for God, while the British and Foreign Bible Society responded by using only Shangdi.  Though Boone was considered the victor politically, Legge refused to submit and continued to argue that the word for God must be a “relative term” as opposed to Boone’s advocacy of a “generic term.”  Other relative terms include zhu3 (“Lord”) and Tian1zhu3 (“Heavenly Lord”).
  He pointed to General Revelation and natural theology as an acceptable way of communicating God to the Chinese, arguing that the Chinese already “knew God.”
  In one of his most controversial actions, James Legge ascended the altar at the Temple of Heaven, removed his shoes, stood in the center and sang the Christian doxology to Shangdi.
  James Legge echoed many of the principles of Matteo Ricci in this regard, in considering Chinese religion as monotheistic, though it must be noted that neither of them regarded it as a pure monotheism.

Though Legge considered a unified version of the Chinese Bible as “a sine qua non for all further coordinated missionary work in China,”
 this Boone-Legge rivalry over the name of God eventually became a moot point, as no agreement was ever made except to disagree.  Subsequent translation decisions were all made by committee, and later in the 19th century an Anglican bishop insisted on Tianzhu in place of Shangdi.  So not only was there the controversy between shen and Shangdi among Protestants, now the Roman Catholic-influenced Tianzhu was posed as an alternative.  This aroused such distress among the Chinese Christians that the decision was passed to the Archbishop of Canterbury.  Even he could come to no conclusion on this matter, and the controversy eventually took a backseat to other more pressing matters.

Kenneth Scott Latourette provides the modern denouement of the translation of the Bible into Chinese:

The controversy over the terms to be employed in putting the Bible into Chinese passed into the background. Differences remained and varying expressions were used, but the debate, once so acrimonious, survived only as a memory. Other questions had come to the fore and the younger missionaries were but little interested in the problem that had so engaged their predecessors.
It may seem miniscule to modern-day believers the differences between Robert Morrison’s shui3 xi3 for baptize, sheng4 feng1 for the Holy Spirit, zhu for Lord and shen for God
—as opposed to the Union translation (he2he2 ben3, the Chinese New International Version) available today which uses shou4 xi3 or shou4 jing4 for baptize, shen4 ling2 for the Holy Spirit, and the name of God can be interchangeably rendered Ye1he1hua2, shen, Shangdi, or zhu, just as in English the words Yahweh, Lord, Heavenly Father, and Almighty God can be interchangeably used.  Perhaps this might be likened to the Chalcedonian confession
—what our theological predecessors fought and shed blood over, modern Christians now take for granted and hardly can imagine such controversy over something so obviously “given.”  Christianity today builds upon their work, though it may not be consciously recognized, and the importance and attention ascribed to them in this paper is concomitant with their importance in the history of the Bible and missions in the world’s most populous country.
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