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FEEDBACK 00 PBOJECI' SUNRISE (SIRA): A u:xx< AT ''DYNAMIC
 

~IVALmCE" IN AN ISI.AMIC <DNI'EXl', by the Editor
 

A lIIID AID1l" 1BE FIRS'l AKrIaE: Clem Payne*, its author, was a GMJ 
missionary with many years experience in North Africa. The article 
has been abridged and edited fran the transcription of a message Clem 
gave to his fellow missionaries in Malaga, Spain, shortly before his 
death to cancer 00 February 14, 1986. It first appeared in a more 
abridged fom in The Gospel Mes~e(1988/1:6-7), and is here repro­
duced wi th addi tional material ran the transcription by kind per­
mission of the publisher. I know you will be glad for the more canp­
lete edition of the message. It is a fitting tribute to the life of 
one of Ou-ist's choice servants. 

'lBE SFXXIiD ARTIaE collates and sunmarizes feedback received on Pro­
ject Sunrise, which was described in Voltme 2, No.4 (1987):50-59. 
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MY' PILGRIMAGE IN MISSION: or
 
What to Do When There's no Harvest
 

by Clem Payne* 

When I arrived in Morocco in 1948, I awoke to the reality that I was 
actually on this field where missionaries before me had spent a life­
time with no visible fruit. And of course as soon as troubles began 
to descend upon me, I asked myself if I were in the right place. Was 
it right to spend a lifetime with no (visible) fruit? And if it's 
right, can I stick it out? 

Some of us who have spent years in ministry to the Islamic world have 
been called upon to defend our ministry to Muslims--to unresponsive 
and resistant peoples. At first I could give only a subjective de­
fense of my ministry. I felt that God had guided and called me, rot 
I could not give a rational basis for my call. I didn't have any­
where to put my feet, in a sense, where I could be sure I was in the 
right place and could defend my ministry to myself. Over a period of 
years, however, I have gone through a slow mental pilgrimage. Bit by 
bit I came to see that I had somehow a wrong basis for mission. 

Mission Based on God Viewed as "Infinite Businessman" 

I once read an article by a Middle-Easterner who accused westerners 
of having a hJsinessman' s mentality. I wondered if my western orien­
tation had colored my view of missions. I came to see myself as a 
product of my culture and that this had colored my view of God. All 
of us have a picture of God fashioned in the image of our own cul­
ture. I believed, for example, in investing God's money where it 
would bring the most results. And I felt very virtuous about this. 
Surely God must favor this procedure since He's the "infinite hJsi­
nessman'." I have discovered on my furloughs that this, at any rate, 
is the unstated assumption behind many a missionary appeal. But I've 
come to realize that this is a poor foundation for a missionary to 
Muslims, or for any kind of missions--anywhere. God is not looking 
for profit from any of us. We are all unprofitable servants. 

Mission Based on God Viewed as "Infinite Father" 

Well then, if the profit motive is the wro~ prenise, what's the 
right one? The Scriptures teach us that God s relationship to His 
people is that of a father. That relationship is eloquently ex­
pressed in the life of Jesus ~ist--the unique Son of the Father in 
whan lie become sons in such a literal fashion that now a COOIllOn tenn 
for God is ''Father.'' So rather than seeing God in the image of an 
infinite businessman, I see Him as an infinite Father. That's the 
true basis of mission. 

If God is an infinite Father, I can immediately perceive that He 
would spend time on the unprofitable, the unres~sive, or the resis­
tant, whereas a hJsinessman lo1Ouldn' t and couldn t. As I think on the 
seven children the Lord has given my wife and me, not one could I 
ever treat on the basis of the return I might see from my investment 
in him or her! To the contrary, a father ought to shelter and love 
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even more the child with the most needs, without thought of the 
return a1 his investment. How much IOOre is this true of God, the 
Infinite Father! In His eyes, no one in this world can be dispensed 
with, no race or people is without value. 

This reflection turned my thinking around. I began to see that an 
infinite Father needs servants who are expendable, willing to be 
wasted if need be in the service of His love. The prophet Ezekiel 
tells of an infinitely patient God stretching out His hands all day 
long to a rebellious and resistant people. That's not the picture of 
a businessman. 

,-' 
Laboring PRECEDF.5 Harves ting. 

John chapter 4 also came to mind as I meditated on this subject. So ...	 often in missionary conferences we misinterpret the passage because 
we make out verse 35 (the fields are "white already unto harvest") to 
be the general principle. If you consider the whole context, it is 
not true that all fields are always white at all times. Verse 37 is 
the general principle; "One sows and another reaps." Jesus goes on to 
say, "I am sending you to reap and to harvest that whereon you be­
stowed no labor." The kind of labor represented by harvest is depen­
dent a1 another kind of labor that rost precede it. Harvest comes 
only at a specific season of the year; no field is alf'ays ripe. A 
harvest is the end product of a process of labor. I a field is 
unresponsive and resistant, there's a simple explanation--not enough 
labor. 

'There was a time when I felt that people from the church growth move­
ment were trying to saddle me with a guilt canplex--and they almost 
did. I understood them to say it was poor strategy, and ethically 
wrong, to keep missionaries in unresponsive areas. It seemed then 
that they wanted everybody to go where the harvest was. But if the 
harvest is the end product of a process of labor, we'll soon run out 
of harvest if we don't spend sane labor in unresponsive areas! We 
tend to forget that, even in our own country, fields becane "respon­
sive" (yield a harvest) only after much time and labor. 

When Jesus said, "Others labored," 1 ' m assuning, aId I think correct­
ly, that it was another generation, or generations that did the la­
boring. Years ago in England over 200 people were OOrned at the 
stake for preaching the gospel or translating the Scriptures into the 
coomon speech. That was their crime. Would you call a society that 
did such a thing responsive? Two such victims were to be oorned at 
one stake together. 'The older turned to the younger just before they 
were tied up and said, ''Be of good cheer, for today we shall light 
such a candle in England as I trust under God shall never be put 
out. " 

Because of such martyrs, we have evangelistic csmpaigns today that 
work. That's why we have freedan of worship today. That's why the 
Bible is effective. Not because of just one year of preparation 
before the campaign. It takes labor if we are ever going to have 
responsive fields. We cannot say, "Let's take the workers out of the 
unresponsive areas and put them in the responsive areas." That, to 

..
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me, is folly. If you do that, you will nm out of harvests. If God 
is an Infinite Father, you should go there anyway. 

But God is not only an Infinite Father. He is also the omnipotent, 
the omniscient Lord of the harvest. And if He plans a harvest there 
will be one. But it isn't always in my time and in my way. He is 
sovereign and His ways are not my ways. I lmJstn't grow restive and 
quit the work because the harves t doesn't corne in my time. 

The Proper Perspective for Evaluating a Lifework 

I recently heard a speaker say that he felt changed lives should be 
the criterion for evaluating a ministry. That might be valid for 
sane people, l:ut not all. You cannot evaluate the work of a Swiss 
cheesemaker, for example, by the same standards you use to evaluate 
his neighbor, the watchnaker. You need sanething more basic than the 
standards for each specific task. 

The Apostle Paul said of himself, "I will not dare to s~ak of any­
thing except that which Christ has wrought by me... " (Rom 15:18). 
Here we are approaching a proper basis for evaluation. What COlmts 
is not whether I can point to visible fruit in saneone's life from my 
ministry or not. What really COlmts is whether or not it is a work 
in the Lord, the Lord working through me. Then my labor will not be 
in vain. But I lmJst make sure that it is in the Lord that I labor. 

I dare not, however, evaluate saneone else's life because I cannot 
see the fruit. It's true, of course, that the lazy streak in all of 
us may take refuge in this fact. On the other hand, you need to 
avoid the other extreme of preparing yourself for a guilt-trip by 
saddling yourself with saneone else's standard that's lmreachable for 
you. Those are two extremes. You should be "not slothful in busi­
ness, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord" (Ran 12: 11) , above all 
serving the Lord, for no labor in the Lord is vain. 

I used to say, "Lord, I'll go anywhere, anywhere in the world, just 
so you're at work there." The assunption was that I had to be able 
to ~ God at work, that I had to be able to count, report, and make 
graphs of the resul ts. And if I couldn't see Him working then He 
wasn't working. Finally I saw the error of this conclusion. When 
seeds are planted in the garden there's a long period when you can't 
see anything going on. Is God at work in that period? Very lmJch so! 
1be fact that I don't see it does not mean a thing. 

In Hebrews 10 the author writes, "Let us hold fast... • Cast not 
away, therefore, your confidence (your boldness) which hath great 
recompense of reward. For ye have need of patience, that ••• ye 
might receive the pranise." (vv. 23, 35, 36) In chapter 11 he goes 
on to speak of the "great elOld of witnesses" who lived by faith; 
while some were blessed in this life, others suffered terribly, of 
whan, he says, "~:le world was not worthr," (vs. 38). Right in the 
middle of the list (11:13) we leam that 'these all died in faith not 
having received the pranises". It could be disheartening to those of 
us who have the businessman mentality: "Let's see the results
please. Let's prepare a report, graph it and make slides of it!' 

.;;;
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Again, at the end of the list (vs. 39) he repeats, "these all, havin~ 
obtained a good report through faith, received not the promise. 
Kind of	 bad news, isn't it? 

Adding the Finishing Touch 

That is not the full explanation, however; it can be spelled out in 
two letters--US! God has sanething better in mind than the i.IIInediate 
results that roe can see, " ••• that they without us should not be 
made perfect [canplete]" (vs. 40). Seeing this did two big things 
for me, it removed one 1:urden, rotit gave me ano ther • 

One thing I saw was that it's always wrong to draw a line and add the 
total at the end of a man's life. It's wrong to put a period there. 

'"'	 The story isn't ended. A dash maybe--and that's all. When a Chris­
tian dies, we can't say that he died fruitless. Eric Fisk* had a 
friend (if you can call him a friend) who said to him when he left 
for the mission field, ''You're wasting your time if you go there. 
Those people are under a curse." When Eric returned at the end of 
his career, just before his death, that same "friend" was still alive 
(unfortunately) to greet him with these encouraging words, "I told 
you so. You wasted your life." According to Hebrews 11, however, no 
man can say of another "you wasted your life." The story definitely 
doesn't end with his death. 

When I saw John 4 coupled with Hebrews eleven I said to myself, 
"Clem, you could spend a lifetime, like sane of your forebears, with­
out visible fruit. You could do it with a good conscience." That's 
the burden that slipped fran my shoulders. 

But then I got saddled with another, a different kind of burden. I 
realized that those who preceded me were depending on me. I thought 
of them as giants. I couldn't match them. I saw it like an unfin­
ished painting that we're called upon to canplete. The martyrs who 
were romed at the stake are themselves not yet complete. Who is 
going to finish the painting? What kind of ending is their story to 
have? 

According to Hebrews 11, they are waiting for us, for our generation, 
to put ro the finishing touches. Who does the "they" refer to? The 
200 burned at the stake, and of course the "cloud of witnesses" men­
tioned in chapter 12. Above all it refers to the Witness Who was 
their model, "the Ap,<>stle and High Priest of our-confession" whose 
example we are to 'consider" (12:2-3). His is the painting that 
needs finishing. And it IlaJSt be finished in the same spirit in which 
it was begun. That's our challenge, to capture sanething of the 
spirit of the One who began it all. For without that spirit we are 
mere daubers who will roly spoil the picture. 

I once visited an old farmer in Weymouth, England. I don't remember 
much about my visit except for a conversation we had at breakfast one 
lOOming. He said he had read sanewhere that God does 98% of the work 
on a fam, and the farmer 2%. And then it hit me. I said to the 
man, "And yet mere would this fam be without you"? 

•
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What struck me is that the program of redemption is just like that. 
I'd say God does 98% of the work. But there is that 2% that is not 
just bJsy work to keep our hands out of mischief. It is real work. 
And that 2% is such that we can say, ''Where would the program of 
redemption be without the 2%1 That's the bJrden I received. But the 
story doesn't end there, just as it didn't end with those before me. 
'lbere's a part that's mine and there's a part that's yours. 

*Fisk was a Brethren missionary to Morocco earlier in the century. 

FmlBA<X (I{ PRO.JB:r SlIIUSE (SIRA):
 
A LOOK AT "DYNAMIc QJlVALFliCE" IN AN ISLAMIC <DmXI'
 

by the Editor 

SEEDBFD U/4 (Fourth Quarter 1987) featured David Owen's article on 
"Project Stmrise" or Sira, a gospel harmony in literary Arabic which 
makes use of the terminology, phraseology and literary style of the 
Qur'an. Responses were solicited fran 18 or so knowledgeable per­
sons, including missionaries and Arabic-speaking Olristians of both 
Olristian and Muslim background, wether favorable or tmfavorable. 
Nine written replies were received, sane very brief, as well as ver­
bal remarks fran several others. My sincerest thanks to all who 
responded; your cooments were roost helpful. These are editorially 
sUllll8rized or collated below. I hope that this discussion will help 
to advance the work of translating the Bible for Muslim audiences. 

As could be expected, attitudes toward the project were mixed. Sev­
eral respondents were fairly positive, a few others were rather nega­
tive, rot many critiqued specific ideas, translation choices or other 
features without reacting either positively or negatively. Of the 
two respondents fran a Muslim background, the one was negative and 
the other positive. One or two appear to have only responded to Sira 
without reference to the article, or vice versa. Unfortunately, no 
responses were received fran Middle Eastern Olristians. 

I~eral Cannents 

On the positive side, a North African Olristian gave three reasons 
why he was favorable: it was prepared for Muslims ("It is the first 
time that such a [translationJ has been undertaken specifically for 
Muslims") , by a "composer from a Muslim background," and it is pre­
sented as a literary form werr-known !2. Muslims (Le. "Sira" or reli ­
gious biography) • With reference to this title he adds, ''Fran my 
experience in answering letters of Muslim students fran North Africa, 
they often ask on their own for the title Sirah al-Massih because 
they cannot really figure out .no Jesus Olrist is. " 

Some liho had objected to calling it Iijig and referring to it as a 
translation of Scripture found the tit e ira roore acceptable. Con­
cerning this, one wrote: "As long as the translation was being pre­
sented as Scripture, I was IOOSt tmeasy about the Harmony approach, 

~
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and believed ••• that it would anount to tahrif in the eyes of educa­
ted Muslims. But now that the translati<ii'CCiiies into the category of 
Sira one is dealing with a canpletely different ball game!" 

The leader of a team that has been using Sira in its ministry to 
Muslims SUJIIlarized his tean' s observations and experiences as 
follows: '"!he general consensus was that we needed IOOre time to be 
able to use this biography of Jesus Christ with Muslims to really see 
how they felt about using it with others. We have found, generally, 
a very positive reception fran the perspective that the language was 
much easier to understand, as well as Koranic and classical. But we 
also realize that it is just one tool. We find it doesn't fit all 
people in all situations. Some are extremely entluJsiastic about it 
and others don't respond much at all. ••• We find it to be a good 
bridge to the Scriptures. Many people's reactions or responses are 
that they would like to see what the Bible had to say after they had 
initially read the Sira." 

Similarly, another observed: ''1 suspect that the Sira is best suited 
for ••• people to whccn the Koran constitutes most of their literarr, 
culture, pious people who pray daily and rarely watch TV, etc.' 
Later he adds; "It seems less likely to be suitable for keen seekers 
already in contact with Christians and who are not troubled by the 
strangeness or plainness of other translations, Muslims who are al­
ready familiar with Christian translations and may reject the Sira 
out of hand as an attempt to deceive or to imitate the inimitable 
Quran, and Christians who identify strongly with Arab Christian cul­
ture and feel the need for distinctive forms." 

On the other side of the fence, one acknowledged that "it is very 
evident that David Owen has done his hanework and has put tremendous 
effort into the production of the Sira." "Overall," he adds else­
where, "the text is in good Arabic and is easily readable." Never­
theless, there were things that made him--and others--uncanfortable. 
Since their critiques deal mainly with specific issues or terms, I 
shall treat them separately and IUDber them for ease of reference. 

II-Questions Concerning the "Guiding Principles" 

Only four respondents COIIIDented on the author's Guiding Principles, 
one of them only very, briefly. No one coomented on specific state­
ments concerning his 'Spiritual Cam1itment," rot all would doubtless 
have agreed with one 1Ilho wrote that "any translation of the Scrip­
tures should certainly begin with such a coamitment." They regist­
ered their greatest disagreement with the statements giving his 
''Perspective on Ism." They also expressed reservations with refer­
ence to aspects of his "Approach to Translation." 

His Perspective on Islan. 

1. Is Pllslim resistance to the gospel mainly the fault of the church 
(today it is popular to blane "missionary extractionism")? Several 
respondents took exception to Owen's conclusion. As one put it: "I 
in no way wish to absolve the church of her responsibility for effec­
tive witness to the Pllslim world. But to ignore or minimize the 

It 
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'unusual hardness or unresponsiveness' which Islan undisputably cre­
ates in its adherents is, in my opinion, a serious simplification 
which skirts the reality of the spiritual warfare in which we are 
engaged, and therefore risks increasing our ineffectiveness" 

2. From the O1.ristian perspective, may one say that in Islam "God 
has been sovereignly at work ••• outside the initiative of the church 
to prepare the way for the Gospel message"? Certainly, according to 
many theologians at any rate, one may say that God works outside the 
church as a matter of "Conmon Grace." One can undoubtedly include 
here the Arabic language which, as the article puts it, has many 
"rich and untapped" resources for colllllUIlicating the gospel. 

Owen seems to be thinking of more than C<:mnon Grace, however, when he 
recoomends considering the Qur'an to be a "prophetic witness to the 
unity of God" and to Jesus Christ Himself. Here is where a number of 
respondents draw the line. One writes: '"rhi.s is enigmatic in view of 
the New Testament teaching of the Church as God's Vehicle to reach 
out to the nations. Seemingly Owen fails to distinguish God's sove­
reignty in the affairs of the world and His purposeful working 
through the O1.urch, the Body of Otrist." With reference to the 
Qur'an, another points out that its witness to the Divine Oneness is 
vastly different from that of the Bible, and that its witness to 
Otrist--as "saneone who was not divine and did not die as sinbearer" 
--is really a "false witness." He adds, "there is a vast difference 
between an incanplete witness and a false witness." 

3. Is it possible "to fulfill the Great Camrission ••• by encourag­
ing a movement for Jesus inside Islan"? This idea brought vigorous 
ccmnent fran four respondents. It would seem to imply "that faith in 
Christ shOUld grow out of the [Islamic] context and as part of 
Islam," as one put it. He adds: "I think we would feel that we had 
failed in our apostolic mission if we ooly see an islamicized Chris­
tianity in Muslim lands. While people movements are an exciting 
concept, the New Testament church is still a "called out" body that 
seeks to live for God in a hostile world. This is true in so-called 
Christian countries as well as the more hostile Muslim ones." 

Another cooments, "It seems to me that those who see this as a viable 
approach • •• do not have a radical enough concept of discipleship. 
It reduces [discipleship] to a profession of belief without exploring 
the question of membership of the people of God•••• We cannot simply 
postpone the need to Wild bridges between the Muslim convert and the 
existing (non-Muslim) church until sane later point in his spiritual 
growth. Painful and difficult though it may be, there must be a 
consciousness that he is part of the church universal. It would be a 
tragedy if the version of scripture used most by, Muslim converts were 
to perpetuate the divisions that already exist. ' 

His Approach to Translation 

4. Owen states that ''Bible translation is the foundation of our 
mission." To this the respondents would agree, rot the place he 
gives to the Gospel Harmony in the work of mission is another matter. 
One expressed reservations about the validity, theologically, of 
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using it instead of the Bible as the basic tool for presenting the 
gospel message to Muslims. "I believe that the existence of the four 
Gospels, and the process through Wich they came into being, are all 
.part of .nat we mean \otten we say that the Scriptures are inspired by 
God. • •• Any presentation of the whole that ignores the results of 
this inspirational process seems, to my mind, to lose something of 
importance." Another argued that the traditional Bible in ecclesias­
tical Arabic should still have the primacy. "Should a Muslim be 
introduced to Qlrist through the Sira, he would want to come to a 
fuller mders tanding of the person of the Son of God through the 
shared, more theologically accurate, translation used by the church. 
Should the Sira develop into a full Bible translation, then we would 
risk creating a division among groups who would opt for an Islamic 
Jesus other than of traditional orthodox belief." 

A third respondent questions including passages fran the Gospel of 
John, in view of the intended Muslim audience. ''How can you use the 
text of John's Gospel in exactly the same way as the Synoptics? I 
can understand how Tatian could do it. But if we have learned any­
thing from the study of John in the last 100 years, must we not 
recognize that John isn't precisely the same kind of writing as the 
Synoptics? Putting them together, therefore, is not simply a problem 
of chronology. Thus, for exanple, the profound understanding of the 
Atonement implied in the words ''Behold the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world" (John 1:29) is hard to square with the painful­
ly slow process (as recorded in the Synoptics) by Wich the disciples 
came to understand the identity and work of Jesus. ••• I cannot help 
feeling that using John in the way you have done alongside the Synop­
tics may create unnecessary stunbling blocks for Muslims." 

With reference to having III.1ltiple Arabic Bible translations I still 
another acknowledged that "there is much to be said for" Owen s argu­
ment in their favor. He nevertheless cautions that the belief that 
multip,le translations will fuel the Muslim charge of textual corrup­
tion 'is a conviction held strongly by enough Arabic-language Qlris­
tians, both fran t-tJslim and Olristian backgrounds, that it cannot 
simply be brushed aside as insignificant." 

5. Most of the question~ centered around various aspects of con­
textualization. Take Owen s idea of a "Semitic interpretation" of 
the New Testament. While a knowledge of its Semitic background is of 
undoubted value in the translation of certain terms into Arabic, .nat 
does it mean to give the New Testament a Semitic int~etation? As 
one respondent observes, "Owen's idea of 'going behind the language 
of the Greek New Testament could be a risky subjective type of thing" 
in that it can degenerate into "a guessing game that will be influ­
enced by our own preferences as to .nat we think the reader ought to 
be 'hearing'." Unforttmately, Owen does not give examples from Sira 
so we cannot discuss the matter further. 

6. According to Owen, "the goal [of the project] is a dynamically 
~valent presentation of Scripture for the Muslim Arab readers of 
today." The "dynanic ~valence" (DE) M:xiel to Wich he refers has 
been at the forefront of Bible translation theory in recent years. 
Host of the feedback is at bottom concerned with how the model is 
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applied in Sira. I shall therefore save it for a separate section 
where we can exaamine it in relation to the model. 

His "Corrective Principles." 

7. With respect to the principle of "continual testing and feed­
back," several suggest that the feedback Owen reports may not neces­
sarily deroonstrate the effectiveness of Sira in COllIIIUI1icating the 
gospel. One points out that the important question is not so much 
whether Muslims found it clearer than other translations but why. 
Was it because it really makes the gospel message clearer, as Owen 
believes, or was it possibly, as some suspect, because it tends to 
confinn what Muslims believe already? It is not that clear. As the 
person states, "the answer to this question is crucial to determining 
its validity [Le. that of Owen's testing method] in evaluating the 
Sira as an effective corrmunicator of the true message of the Gospel." 

III-A Look at DynamiC Equivalence in Sira 

The DE model attempts to alleviate Bible translation problems caused 
by semantic differences between the source and receptor languages 
which in turn derive fran differences of \liOrldview. In the "Formal 
Correspondence" (Fe) approach, for exanple, the New Testament "Son of 
God" is simply replaced bt its corresponding Arabic fonn "100 Allah." 
Unfortunately, however, this expression is misunderstood by Muslims 
in terms of the polytheistic notion of the physical paternity of the 
gods, an idea which is just as blasphanous to us as to them. This 
shows row, in the cross-eultural situation, the Fe approach can often 
cause semantic distortions in the mind of the receptor which result 
in his rejecting the message ~ he has understood it. 

The DE model seeks to achieve a correspondence between source and 
receptor languages in terms of the meanings the forms stimulate in 
the minds of the hearers am the functions they serve, rather than in 
terms of the forms themselves. Sane therefore feel that this model 
shows promise as a way to overcane the tremendous semantic gap that 
besets Christian-Muslim communication. 

~ represents the first attempt to apply this model in a thorough­
going lll81Uler to the translation of the Bible into Arabie for Musw.. 
Not only does it use the "saja'" literary fotm, etc. but, as 0..» 
puts it, "the religious tenninology used is as Islamic in fotm as _ 
know row to make it••••" To cite just a few of the more ~ 
terms used, take those for baptism ("sibga" and related tenus), the 
Ascension, Eschatology, many of its geographical terms, and ''L8Ib of 
God" (the Qur'anic ",tibh 'azim"). Other terms were more prob~tic. 
'Those that came in for the most criticiSlll were the terms used to 
translate New Testament Trinitarian language and the concept of the 
''Kingdom of God." 

8. Sira avoids the expression "Son of God," and Father-Son language 
is 1irgely replaced by that not susceptible of "c.rme, anthropaoor­
phic misinterpretation." This approach troubled a ruDber of respon­
dents. One objects to calling Father-Son language metaphorical, 
which he interprets to mean rot "revelatory" and therefore replace­

' ...._---------------_...
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able. ''We may yet discover that earthly relationships of father and 
son are ooly pale reflections of the real (non-metaphorical) relation 
of the Father and the Son. The words Father and Son are words of 
Biblical divine revelation ••• and lIllSt be believed and accepted." 
Another examines passages where Father-Son language is translated 
"according to its dominant shade of lIEBl1ing in the verse concerned," 
as Owen puts it, and is likewise convinced that sanething is lost in 
the process. He feels that the translators ''have tried to do what I 
think is impossible to tie dow the meaning of terms that are delib­
erately enigmatic.!' A North African Christian of Muslim background 
calls the result an "expurgated version [which] distorts the perspec­
tive of Biblical revelation" and risks sending the wrong signal. 
''Muslims are not fools. They know we use this title of Jesus." 

9. As a dynamic equivalent of the Biblical concept of the Kingdom, 
Sira uses the important Qur' anic term "din" [religion]. Several 
object that this cuts the idea of the Kingdan loose from its Old 
Testament Jewish Messianic associations and expectations. One res­
pondent points out the semantic dissonance inherent in such an iden­
tification: "I wuld have thought that din Allah means one thing to 
the Muslim, namely Ism. How can one possibly move fran this to the 
concept of God establishing His kingship in the "lOrld - a plan which 
Christians believe involved canpletely different methods fran those 
adopted by the Prophet in establishing the din of Islam." 

10. Respondents see similar ~blems in the various terms used for 
Messiah. One asks, ''how can Son of rmn' ever be translated 'Mes­
siah?' The title Masih is familiar to the Muslim, rot in the Quran 
the word is meaningless." For another the translation of "Christ" by 
"al-MaMi" is IOOre serious because the Mahdi concept of popular Mus­
lim eschatology "is radically different, if not dianetrically opposed 
to the concept of 'Saviour' in the Gospel." He sees the froblem 
canpounded when al~ is said to have "cane to fulfill all din'." 

\ 
T 

11. Many of the respondents raise the question of the limitations of 
dynamic equivalence. As one put it, ''Do you have any limits to the 
use of Islanic teminology? If so, lothat are they?" Are we only 
limited by the mJIIber of terms in the Muslim repertory? The problem, 

J 
1 

as already intimated, is that it is possible to use language that is 
so "equivalent" that we are no longer ccmmmicating Biblical mean­
ings. For this reason, another asks, "at what p,oint do we slip into 
an Islamic, rather than a Christian world view? ' 

A third mentions "two considerations" which make him uncanfortable. 
"(1) The first concerns our view of Scripture. Are we justified in 
changi.n$ those parts of Scripture that present difficulties to the 
Muslim (Father, Sao of God) and substitute them with more acceptable 
words for the ~lim? What then can we say about the revelatory 
aspect of Scripture, nanely that the Holy Spirit has given us these 
words to reveal God and Christ to us? Second Corinthians 4: 1 and 2 
indicates that we should present truth in clarity and good con­
science. (2) What effect will this translation have upon the Muslim? 
Will it lead him to the truth of the Fatherhood of God and the Son­
ship of Otrist without using these "lOrds? Or will it only confirm 
the Muslim concept of God and of Christ to him? I believe that these 

'Iii' 
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questions must be honestly faced." For much the same reasons, a 
fourth goes so far as to "question whether 'Islamic theological ter­
minology,' with the mavoidable connotations of such to the Muslim 
mind, can ever adequately express a true understanding of Otristian 
theological concepts." 

12. One respondent felt that something is also lost l7j the use of 
"anachronistic language." While it is true that "every translation 
is also an interpretation," he maintains that translation and 
"tafsir" [interpretation] are nevertheless distinct fWlCtions which 
should rot be confused, as happens when anachronistic language is 
used. The task of the first is to "transport the reader back to the 
original life-setting of the revelation" while that of the second is 
to "make the message contemporary. " He writes , "I am unhappy with 
readings like Priest = Imam, Highpriest = Mufti, Pharisees = Fuqaha'. 
For although they are :inrnediately canprehensible to the Muslim, they 
do not cowey anything of the New Testament world. Perhaps in some 
cases we ha.ve little alternative: kahina is a most unfortunate word 
for priests; fuqaha' is at least as good a term as kataba for 
scribes, blt I would still prefer to have Pharisee transliterated, 
with a footnote or explanatory glossary." 

13. Several saw a conflict between calling the work "Sira" and using 
a distinctive Qur' anic style. In a letter to Owen one wrote, ~I 
found your explanation for presenting it as a Sira reassuring, rot 
was still confused as to loby a Sira should be presented in Qur' anic 
style (use of sajaJ 

, division into 30 parts, Qur'anic type titles at 
the head__of-each chapter, etc.). Are you rot mixing two different 
genres of literature? The style of Sirat Rasul Allah by Ibn Ishaq 
(Ibn Hisham was only the editor) is rot at all like that of the 
Qur'an." To Owen's ccmnent that the work is an attenpt to create a 
new literary fom, he replies, "I would still ask whether a discern­
ing !'hJslim reader would see the Sira as a new style, or just an 
attempt to imitate the Qur'an." 

14. Finally, one cannot help blt rotice fran the responses how wide­
spread is the perception that Sira may be "just an attempt to imitate 
the Qur'an." This puts it in conrlict with its declared goal. As is 
well-known, Isl811 considers the Qur' an to be a "literary miracle"; 
this is the doctrine of "IJ jaz" or "inimitability" which holds the 
Qur'an to have ro 8:Iual in style or literary power. All other liter­
ature is measured l7j it and found wanting, or, if one should dare to 
cane close, suppressed. There is therefore a risk involved in using 
Qur' anic language and style; it may get the translation rejected as 
an attenpt to imitate the Qur' an. As ooe respondent p.1t it (confess­
ing his irritation at the inconsistency of it all), "IsOO challenges 
others to produce something like the Koran, and also effectively 
forbids such an effort. A work that uses the related larger foms 
and only part of the literary nethod can be condemned either because 
it is like the Koran, or because it isn't." 

It is roteworthy that in the Arab World people tend to view the 
attempt to imitate the Qur'an in Bible translation as deception. 
Reports indicate widespread rejection of Sira among North African 
Christians--all fran a Muslim background--for this reason, although 

'­
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few have really read it! Their concern, e~ressed even by one who 
was otherwise favorable to Sira, is "that [Muslims] may feel we are 
tryi~ to trick them into thinking that the book was written by Mus­

. lims. Similarly, it was reported that when Sira was sold at a book 
fair in the gulf area, ''Muslims attacked this translation so strongly 
that the bookstand was almost closed down. The objection was parti ­
cularly to the resemblance to the Qur' an. They said that if the 
author was trying to copy the Qlr'an, it was a poor attempt." 

Curiously, one North African Christian goes on to argue, on the basis 
of the gift of tongues at Pentecost, that "man is not called to learn 
a sacred language lLe. that of the Qur'an] in order to know Gcxi; it 
is God who approaches him and calls him in the language he under­
stands." He goes on to state that "the Sira may give them the 
impression that the Koran is so p,owerful that the Gospel must be 
adapted to its language and style.' What makes this argument rather 
strange is the fact that the ecclesiastical Arabic of the present 
translations is likewise a sacred language which Muslims find hard to 
understand. The argument cuts both ways. 

N -Some Conclusions by the Edi tor 

I shall now try to draw some conclusions. From here <Xl, the opinions 
expressed are mine alone, not those of the respondents who may not 
agree with me, just as they have not always agreed anong themselves. 
For IIIOst of the points discussed already, I shall not add to what has 
been written. Note that I have PJrposely anitted discussing whether 
a special Scripture translation for Muslims is really needed. This 
is a pertinent question to be sure, but could not be included here 
for lack of space (see 1/4:50-56 and II/2: 18-23). Suffice it to say 
that sane respondents were rot convinced of the need for such a 
translation, while others were favorable but had reservations about 
Sira for other reasons. While preparing this SlIIIII8rY, I ran across 
8'ii"'excellent article that treats some of these questions, to which I 
will occasionally refer (Carson 1985). 

I wish to cooment on several matters arising from the discussion. 
These center around the concept of dynanic equivalence as applied in 
Sira to Bible translation for Muslim audiences (IIII). Note that I 
'iiiIiot calling into question the concept of dynanic equi valence per 
se. I wuld agree with Carson that, rightly understood and applied, 
"dynamic equivalence is essential for good translation" (p202). Some 
respondents lIllY rot agree with me, but I would also agree with Owen's 
goal of "a dynanically equivalent presentation of Scripture for the 
Muslim Arab readers of today," and that it is appropriate to use the 
"rich and untapped resources" of Islanic Arabic to this end. I IIBJSt 
acknowledge, however, that the respondents have put their finger on 
several real problems in the way the model has been applied. 

'The first concerns Owen's approach to the problem of translating New 
Testaoent Trinitarian language for Muslims (18). To begin, in all 
fairness it should be said that Vien he calls Father-Son language 
meta{ilorical this does rot mean that it cannot therefore be revela­
tory. All it means is that it is rot to be interpreted literally, as 
Muslims understand it, in the sense of P1ysical procreation. Scrip­

•
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ture makes frequent use of rretaphor, especially when the reality 
being described transcends hunan experience, hJt this is not to say 
that the truth COIlII1UI1icated by rretaphor is not therefore revelatory. 
Indeed, to say that the hunan relationship is only a "pale reflec­
tion" of the "real" Father-Son relationship in the ontological 
Trinity is to use the terms "father" and "son" metaphorically. 

It should likewise not be supposed that in substituting other expres­
sions for Father-Son language, Owen is trying merely to ''be accept­
able" to fuslims. He is trying to find a solution to a real problem 
rooted in important semantic differences between Christian and Muslim 
language, and the goal is cornnendable, however one might view his 
solution. In the past, when the Bible has been translated into 
Arabic this problem has generally been ignored, it being assuned that 
a translation made for Christians will communicate to Muslims What it 
does to Christians. This, alas, is not the case. 

Having said all that, I must also acknowledge that Owen's approach to 
the problem leaves something to be desired. It may be possible to 
avoid Father-Son language on a limited basis in oral witness and 
Christian literature. We cannot, however, take such liberties when 
translating the Bible; we must stay close to the terms, sentences, 
concepts, and peculiarities of the original text. A translation must 
serve, IIIOreover, not just for evangelism hJt also for discipleship 
and for the life and worship of the clu.trch as well. What is needed, 
then, is an all-around solution to the problem. 

The fundanental problem with the avoidance of Father-Son language is 
that it hits at the very heart of the Biblical message, and New Test­
ament Christology suffers in the process (cf. Carson p2i0). No other 
metaphor used in Scripture comes close to depicting all that is 
involved in the Father-Son relationship, not to mention the Father­
believers relationship, with such power and clarity. It can be 
understocxl in all cultures because the father-son experience is uni­
versal. In SUD, it is an integral part of the New Testament message 
and carmot be anitted without adversely affecting the reader's under­
standing of that message. The ''Word of God" metaphor used in Sira is 
of course Biblical as well as Qur' anic. In the Bible it points to 
the deity of Christ, to be sure, hJt it supplements rather than 
replaces the Father-Son metaphor. It is ambiguous at best, and does 
not have anywhere near the range of meaning found in the Father-Son 
metaphor. Possibly for this reason, in the Qur'an it conveys nothing 
about \otto Christ is. 

Also to be considered is the fact that Muslims know very well that 
Christians call Christ "Son of God" and that this goes back to the 
New Testament itself. There is no real long-term advantage, then, in 
aoitting it. Indeed, if we do, it can only lend credence to the 
charge fuslims love to make that Christians have "corrupted" the 
Bible. It thus impacts negatively on the credibility of the Bible 
and its message. 

There are other dimensions to the problem as well. It is not insig­
nificant that Muslims are the only religious group to insist that 
Father-Son language nust be tnderstocxl literally in terms of physical 
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sonship. Does not the Bible indicate, however, that man ~ under­
stand -- the Trinity enough to benefit fran the work of Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit in salvation, even though he can never fully comprehend 
'the divine nature? The main reason, then, that Muslims distort Trin­
itarian language is that they have learned this fran the Qur' an. Not 
only does it have a radically different worldview, which accounts for 
the semantic gap already mentioned, wt it misleads Muslims as to the 
meaning of Trinitarian language. Add to that the fact that Satan 
blinds men's hearts, and one can see why '-'e continue to hear the same 
old distortions no matter how often they are refuted. 

It is clear, then, that linguistic solutions alone emmot solve the 
problem. An approach is needed that tackles the problem fran several 
directions. There are no simple solutions. One can no longer ignore 
the semantic gap between Christians and Muslims, to be sure, but to 
rely solely on linguistic solutions is equally erroneous, and may 
even make matters-worse (see Carson p212). For this reason, I tend 
to feel that a better solution would be to stay closer to the text, 
using Father-Son language carefully, perhaps with qualifiers and the 
like so as to minimize misunderstanding, wt to rely I1Dre on foot­
notes and coomentary, etc., to explain the terms used and deal with 
the usual Muslim misinterpretations. 

A second question concerns the limits of dynanic equivalence in using 
Qur'anic/Islamic terms and {ilrases in Bible translation (#11). The 
problem of Trini tarian language is really a pert of this whole ques­
tion, wt was considered separately because of its importance. When 
it canes to Islamic theological terms, one respondent goes so far as 
to say that he doubts that they can ever adequately express Christian 
concepts. This is doubtless an extreme view, although there is lIIUCh 
truth to it. Theological terms are abstractions the meanings of 
which derive fran the worldview they express. They are therefore 
very specific to a particular theological system. Probably few 
Islamic theological terms are close enough in meaning to Biblical 
terms to be used in Bible translation (although they may be widely 
used e.g. in apologetic works to clarify the nature of the gospel 

-'	 over against Ism). By contrast, nanes (of places, etc.) and terms 
for material objects, institutions, practices, etc.., are generally 
more concrete and less specific to a particular system than theologi­
cal terms, and therefore more often usable as equivalents. 

A key detet:mi.nant of dynanic equivalence is the "semantic field" (or 
"canponents" of meaning) of the terms and {ilrases being translated. 
Semantics is too teclmical a subject to adequately treat here. Let 
us just say, rather imprecisely, that for a tem in one language to 
be considered the equivalent of a tem in another, there must be 
considerable, if not total, semantic "overlap." To return to the 
case of Father-Son language, the problem with Owen's approach is that 
the terms used in its place do not cane near matching its content. 
As a result, the approach tends to "mask the developnent of and 
internal relations within salvation history" (Ibid. p210), and tluJs 
to transgress the limits of dynanic equivalence. 

The translation of ''Kingdan of God" by "din Allah" is a good case in 
point. One may no doubt find parallels between the Islanic concept 
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of "din" and the Biblical concept of the Kingdan. But parallelism is 
not semanticJ:tiWlence or overlap. Ism defines din essentially 
in tenns of t man aoe5--tlie five "Acts of WorshipW--(e.g. ritual 
prayer), personal ethics, inter-personal relationships (e.g. mar­
riage), and the like. It is man who brings in God's rule by reli­
~ious, political, social ani military action according to the Shariah 
(Islamic Law). The Kingdan, by contrast, is defined exclusively in 
tenns of what God does. He alone can rule over mankind with perfect 
equity and justice because He alone is sinless. The Kingdan is esta­
blished only when God intervenes in history at the em of time in the 
person of Messiah. At present, it exists in "mystery" form where 
God's redeemed people subnit to His rule in their lives. I agree, 
then, that the term malakut is rot an equivalent translation in the 
Islamic context, but then neither is din. 

It seems clear, then, that an in-depth study of the semantics of 
Qur' anie language in comparison to that of the Bible will be needed 
before much progress can be made in the use of Qur' anic language in 
Bible translation for Muslims. Semantics is a rather new field of 
study and is quite canplex and technical; it must, however, take its 
place in Bible translation for Muslims if they are to give the Bibli­
cal message a hearing without reading into it the usual distortions. 

Finally, a word about the ~rception that Sira may be "just an 
attempt to imitate the Qur an." I must confess that there are 
grounds for this perception. A rn.mber of features, such as the use 
of the basmalah and geographic designations at the beginning of each 
chapter, are there solely because they are Qur'anic. Given Muslim 
attitudes and beliefs about the Qur'an, one can understand how sane 
of then might resent this, feeling that saneone is trying to deceive 
then. This does rot need to be, however. If our objective in using 
Qur' anic language is to improve the COllIIIUIlication of the gospel, then 
whatever fails to do this should rot be used. If this were the cri­
terion for using an Islamic form, Muslims would be much less likely 
to view it as an attempt to imitate the Qur'an. 

To conclude, I wish to coomend David Owen for this pioneering work in 
the use of Qur' anie language in Bible translation for Muslims, and 
thank him for his article and for giving us the opportunity to dis­
cuss and critique his approach. There is risk involved, to be sure. 
By the nature of the case, our discussion has focussed mostly on what 
respondents have perceived to be problem areas. I do not want to let 
this obscure the importance of his work, however. While problems 
exist, he introduces a nunber of pranising Islamic forms which may 
well help us interpret the Christian message to the Muslim mind. It 
deserves our serious consideration and study, and there is much we 
can learn fran it. 
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