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Translating the Literature of Scripture
A Literary-Rhetorical Approach to Bible Translation
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<Abstract>

Book Review- 7Translating the Literature of Scripture’ A
Literary-Rhetorical Approach to Bible Translation
(Ernst R. Wendland, Dallas: SIL International, 2004)

Dr. Keun-Jo Ahn
(Methodist Theological Seminary)

Ernst R. Wendland introduces a theory of biblical translation that focuses on
“literariness” or “rhetoricity” of the Scripture in his book, Translating the Literature
of Scripture: A Literary-Rhetorical Approach to Bible Translation. He calls our
attention to the fact that the Bible is a collection of written documents. Each literary
form conveys key messages of the contents in its particular way. The knowledge of
literary techniques such as tectonicity (meaningful organization), artistry (stylistic
devices), iconicity (characteristic imagery), rhetoricity (forms of argumentation)
facilitate the understanding of the Scripture. Translators have to uncover the
particular intention of the author who employs conventional usages of various
literary genres. This literary appreciation will make it possible for translators to
produce a vernacular text which may have a corresponding impact on readers as
intended by the original authors.

The legitimacy of the literary-rhetorical study lies in Wendland’s agreement on
the basic premise of the literary critics who focus on the literary medium of biblical
texts. Without a considerate analysis of the literary types and structure, biblical
interpreters might miss the close weave of meanings. Wendland’s literary-rhetorical
approach is represented in genre-for-genre translation. Once translators discover
the stylistic expression and rhetorical significance of a text, they should find the
closest genre in a given target language that delivers comparable effects. For
instance, Wendland attempts to translate a lament psalm in the Old Testament into
ndakatulo, a lyric form of Chichewa, an African language.

Detailed techniques and steps of literary-rhetorical analysis of this book present a
systematic manual toward the application of this relatively new literary approach
into a translation project. However, his minutiae on each literary methodology could
distract the translators from discovering Kerygma in the Scripture. Overall,
Wendland’s program, in spite of his contribution to the understanding of the

Scripture as literature, is too technical to be practical.
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