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The Anatomy of
Bible Translation



By a campfire in a remote Aboriginal com-

munity in North Australia in 1945, the 

story of Jesus was read in the Wubuy language 

for the first time. This special moment has 

happened many times throughout the world 

when receptive people first hear the Gospel 

in the language of their hearts. The power of 

that historic reading is recalled still by the de-

scendants of those who were there. At that 

isolated little campfire, a group of tribal Ab-

original people heard the Word of God and the 

impact continues today.

Rev Dr John Harris, 

former Director of the

Bible Society in Australia’s 

Translation and Text Division, 

recounts a pioneering

mother tongue translation 

undertaken by his father

in the 1940’s.

I n  t h e  B e g I n n I n g…

Jesus speaks
my language



The reader was my father, Len 
Harris, a lone missionary 
in Arnhem Land during the 

dangerous years of World War 
II, when other missionaries had 
been evacuated south away from 
the war zone. Travelling between 
several Aboriginal communities, 
teaching, encouraging the small 
band of Christians and baptising 
new converts, Len was continu-
ally frustrated by the multiplicity 
of languages and the challenge of 
communicating the Gospel.

Len began to realise that 
Wubuy was widely under-
stood around the Arnhem Land 
coast because its speakers, the 

Nunggubuyu people, were great 
travellers by canoe or across 
country. He learned Wubuy 
as best he could and worked 
out how to write the language 
down. Len decided to translate 
the Gospel of Mark into Wubuy 
and to do it at Roper River (now 
Ngukurr) where there were 
Nunggubuyu Christians. This is 
his story.

‘I asked the Nungubuyu Chris-
tians to choose two translators, 
one who could speak English 
and one who could not. They 
chose two outstanding Christian 
women, Bidigainj, who knew 
no English, and Grace Yimambu. 
Grace had been the best Eng-
lish speaker at a mission school 
but had gone to live in the bush 
with her husband, a good thing 
because it kept her Wubuy lan-
guage skills strong too.

Every day we sat under a tree 
outside my bark hut. I would 
explain the meaning of the words 
to Grace in English. Sometimes 
I tried my few halting words of 
Wubuy. Grace would then explain 
the words to Bidigainj in Wubuy. 
Together they would make a 
Wubuy sentence. Then they 
repeated the sentence slowly to 
me and I wrote it down on little 
scraps of paper. I then read it 
back to them. The two women 

used to laugh at my pronuncia-
tion but I didn’t care at all. What 
we were doing interested me 
beyond anything I had ever done 
before. Never can I forget those 
first wonderful words: Anambala-
man analawu – the Good Story. 

Whenever we finished a story 
about Jesus, the two women got 
very excited. At night I would 
go down to the camp near the 
river to sit with the people by the 
campfire and read them the new 
translation. They too were very 
excited, keenly discussing the 
stories and always insisting that I 
read them again and again.

At the campfire one night, 
listening intently was Bidigainj’s 
brother, Madi, a powerful Nung-
gubuyu elder. After the second 
reading he got up from the fire 
and went away. No one knew 
where but he had set off to walk 
back to his own country, the 
Nunggubuyu heartland around 
Rose River, three hundred kilome-
tres to the north. There Madi and 
the other men made a little fleet 
of dug-out canoes and in them 
Madi brought sixty of his people 
back down the coast and up the 
Roper River. The journey took 
them two weeks, living on fish, 
turtles and water lilies.

So it was that one night, as 
I was reading some of the last 
chapters of Mark’s Gospel by the 
campfire, that I glimpsed Madi in 
the firelight, standing just behind 
the eager listeners. I held up my 
handwritten sheets of paper.

“Anambalaman analawu,” I said. 
The Good Story.

“Yuwai. Idjubulu,” Madi replied. 
Yes. It is true.

Then sixty of his people 
emerged from the shadows to 
crowd around the fire. Madi had 
brought them to hear the Good 
News of Jesus Christ in their own 
language. God’s Spirit felt close 
to us that evening. I read it and 
read it again, urged on by the 
listeners, over and over, long into 
the night. When at last my voice 
started to give out, they let me 

stop. Madi came forward and 
asked to hold in his hands the 
‘leaves’ I had written on. I knew 
he could not read.

“Idjubulu.” He said again. It is 
true. 

He tried to speak to me but I 
did not understand. My Wubuy 
was not good enough for such 
deep thoughts. Madi signalled 
to Grace and Bidigainj to inter-
pret for him. Through them he 
told me that he once used to 
think Jesus was the God only of 
the white man but that now he 
understood that Jesus was also 
the God of the black man. I asked 
him which stories had impressed 
him, what had convinced him 
that the life of Jesus was true. 
He looked down at the sheets of 
paper and looked up at me again, 
his eyes bright in the firelight.

“It’s not the stories,” he said. 
“It’s the words. Now I know that 
Jesus speaks Wubuy”.’

•
The Gospel of Mark and the Epistle 
of James were published by the 
New South Wales Auxiliary of the 
British and Foreign Bible Society in 
1948.

In 1952, Madi’s dream of a Chris-
tian community in Nunggubuyu 
lands began to be fulfilled with the 
commencement of the Numbulwar 
Mission on the Rose River. In 1961, 
the Church of the Holy Spirit was 
dedicated. Many of the descen-
dants of Madi and the people who 
first heard the Gospel in the Wubuy 
language are active participants in 
the life of the Church of the Holy 
Spirit and continue to witness for 
Christ in the Numbulwar commu-
nity today.  

Above left: One of Len 
Harris’ scraps of paper used 
in the Wubuy translation.

Above right: Len Harris 
with translators Bidigainj 
and Grace outside his bark 
hut.

“It’s not
the stories,”

he said.
“It’s the words.
Now I know

that
Jesus speaks 

Wubuy”.



God SpeakS

God is not silent. He speaks. He does 

so supremely in the Word made flesh. 

But he reveals his counsel through the writ-

ten word. The body of Christ—the Church—is 

born, grows and stays healthy through feed-

ing on the Word.

This is why the Church has given such pri-

macy to Scripture. Engagement with the Bible 

text has been a constant factor—and indeed 

the springboard for growth—in the life of 

churches down the centuries.

The

Anatomy
 of the

Translation 
Task



The United Bible Societies Fel-
lowship is committed to this call-
ing. Its experience and wisdom 
are built on over two centuries 
of painstaking, thorough and 
groundbreaking translation 
effort. Today, the Fellowship 
has one of the most—if not the 
most—sophisticated and highly-
regarded translation facilities 
in the world. It is respected and 
regarded by both spiritual and 
secular academies alike. It is a 
resource that has achieved this 
pre-eminence by God’s grace and 
in his service.

The approach

Two principles are central to 
the way Bible Societies practise 
translation today. The first is that 
translation should be undertaken 
by mother tongue speakers of the 
language, assisted and resourced 
by outside experts when needed. 

The second is that the national 

Enabling that engagement to 
take place is the imperative of 
national Bible Societies the world 
over. The ambition is not only 
to put the Bible into the hands 
of men and women, but in their 
own language; and to see the 
Word understood. This embraces 
every significant world language, 
the emerging languages of new 
cultures and new technologies. 

The logic has significant divine 
antecedents. The Living Word 
was ‘translated’ into humankind. 
From the beginning Jesus has 
been almost wholly understood 
in translation. He taught in Ara-
maic. His teaching was written 
up in Greek. Thus the Church 
has always been taught and fed 
through translation. Translation 
is a high calling.

Bible Society is the servant of the 
Church. The Churches are the 
vehicles through which the Word 
of God is embraced, expounded 
and proclaimed. Bible Societies 
also accompany and resource 
the local Church on its journey 
as it grows in vision, identity 
and authority—especially among 
marginalised and minority 
populations. 

The Fellowship expresses 
solidarity with the worldwide 
body of Christ by serving all the 
Churches: Protestant, Catholic, 
Orthodox, post-denominational 
and emerging.

FoundaTionS

Good translation comes about 
through a sensitive combination 
of biblical understanding, linguis-
tic capability and anthropological 
and cross-cultural awareness. 
Everywhere it works, these 
competencies will be in play 
even before the translation task 
proper begins.

The ideal starting point of 
the long translation journey is 
a request from a local Church 
or mission agency to their Bible 
Society. The Bible Society will call 

in their own expert Translation 
Consultant or one from the Ser-
vice Organisation to form a plan-
ning team. The team examines 
the feasibility of translating into 
an indigenous language, assesses 
the perceived need and recom-
mends how best it can be met. 

First, there is a specific data 
gathering task with probing 
questions: Who speaks this lan-
guage? How many speakers are 
there? Has it been translated be-
fore in any form? What ‘prestige’ 
does it have?—is it a language 
used at home, or in business and 
government, or in the media, 
or in education? Then come 
the more specialist questions: 
Is it a language or a dialect? Is 
it, linguistically, part of a wider 
language group? 

A second round of ques-
tions build on the above: What 
is the Scripture translation 
requirement?—A series of key 
Scripture Portions? A Gospel? 
The whole New Testament? Is 
a concordance, or an introduc-
tion, or maps required? Is it to be 
used for oral delivery or perfor-
mance? Moreover, even in the 
most remote regions, questions 



Completed translations 
are deposited in the UBS 
electronic global archiving 
system. This archive is a 
unique repository making 
the text available to 
national Bible Societies 
and worldwide specialist 
audiences for review, 
reference and revision 
purposes. It is a secure 
electronic environment 
that preserves the ‘original 
translation’ in its final form 
which will ensure the text is 
accessible even as software 
applications change.

about whether it is to be required 
in electronic format, or download-
able from the net, are asked.

In assessing this data and 
recommending solutions, the 
planning team is able to draw on 
expertise from all over the world. 
Then it will make a recommenda-
tion to a panel of the national 
Bible Society and the local Church. 
This will include the cost of fund-
ing the project. 

In the real world, not all trans-
lation projects subscribe to this 
ideal process and part of the skill 
of the Translation Consultant is 
to adapt to different local circum-
stances while ensuring compli-
ance with the criteria for quality 
translation.  However, regardless 
of circumstance, the intent is to 
produce the best possible trans-
lation following best practice in 
every way.

The TranSlaTion BeGinS

Once the recommendation is ac-
cepted, the translation begins. 
This is where the Fellowship’s 
distinctive approach comes into 
its own. The local Church recom-
mends a group of native speakers 
as potential translators. Some will 
have little formal education; oth-
ers will be university graduates or 
theologically-literate clergy. The 
national Bible Society invites them 
to a fortnight-long workshop led 
by Translation Consultants. This 
is a rigorous, practical, hands-on 
introduction to the art. There 
are presentations on translation 
theory and practice, translation 
exercises and individual coaching. 

At the end, the Translation 
Consultants, with the agreement 
of the Bible Society, nominate a 
three or four person full-time core 
translation team, and others who 
should augment this part-time. 
The group develops a way of work-
ing, and determines how it will 
utilise wide-ranging UBS resourc-
es, including software. 

As Portions become available, 
there will be try-outs and testing 
with their intended audiences. 

This leads to redrafting, retest-
ing, and continuous fine-tuning. 
The cycle usually looks like this: 
first draft production, where each 
team member drafts a different 
book; a review of each first draft 
by other team members; a second 
draft by the original translator in 
the light of his or her colleagues’ 
comments; and a careful check of 
the second draft against the origi-
nal Greek or Hebrew.

The team will be visited, usually 
twice a year, by the original Trans-
lation Consultant who will help, 
troubleshoot and monitor prog-
ress. Also, the Service Organisation 
technology team will be in regular 
touch with each translation team 
member. The unrivalled reputation 
of the Fellowship’s staff among all 
parties as ‘the translation experts’ 
is a role that is not taken lightly.

delivery

The completed translation is 
signed-off by the Translation 
Consultant once every party is 
convinced that ‘this is as good 
as it gets’. It is then passed to 
the national Bible Society to be 
published, whether in book form 
or electronically or a combination 
of both. 

 Sign-off of the completed trans-
lation is simultaneously satisfying 
and awe-inspiring. It is satisfying 
because a hard, diligent, inten-
sive task has been completed to 
the best of everyone’s knowledge 
and capability. It is awe-inspiring 
because the translated Portion or 
Testament will now take on a life 
of its own.  It becomes the Bible 
of that people. It will shape the ex-
egesis, the preaching, the disciple-
ship, the spiritual formation and, 
indeed, the Christian worldview 
of that people for generations to 
come. 

The translation becomes ‘their 
word’; their vehicle for hearing and 
understanding the Word. As the 
churches engage with, and absorb, 
the Scripture, they will start to 
contribute their distinctive under-
standing and perspectives to the 

The TranSlaTion proceSS

Request from
a Local Church

or Mission Agency

Formation of a
Planning Team
and Audience

Research

Translation
Team Selection
and Training

Assessment 
of Sample 

Translation Texts

First Draft

Internal
Review

Second
Draft

External
Review

Third
Draft

Translation
Consultant

Check

Preliminary
Publications

Final
Sign-off

Principle #1: Translation should be undertaken by mother tongue speakers, assisted by outside experts when needed.
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inSTiTuTe For compuTer-aSiSSTed 
puBliShinG (icap) 
This is a virtual institute based in Canada 
and largely funded by the Canadian Bible 
Society. It develops, deploys and provides 
training in computer-based translation 
tools, notably Paratext and Publishing 
Assistant (see overleaf).

TranSlaTion coordinaTion Team 
(TcT) 
This group, comprising the Service 
Organisation’s Director of Translation 
Services and four Area-based Translation 
Coordinators, is responsible for oversee-
ing the total programme. Together the 
TCT looks after workloads, staffing and 
resourcing, budgeting, technology, proj-
ect progress and working relationships 
with partner organisations.

As well as being entrusted to individuals and groups on the ground, reputation 
and competence reside in a number of international groups, conventions and 
bodies that have developed over the years. They support and coordinate the 
translation endeavour worldwide and help to maintain the ‘gold standard’.

The WorldWide SupporT neTWork

commiTTee on Scholarly ediTionS 
(coSe) 
The UBS is committed to making available 
and working from, the most authorita-
tive Hebrew and Greek texts. The German 
Bible Society coordinates the committee’s 
work and it is widely recognised in the 
academy that these texts are the “indus-
try standard”. There is a special fund in 
the German Bible Society for making these 
texts available free of charge to theologi-
cal students worldwide.

Triennial TranSlaTion WorkShop 
(TTW) 
As the name indicates, this workshop 
convenes once every three years.  For 
two weeks an assembly of around 100 
people comprising the “translation 
brains” of the UBS and external experts 
meets for training, support and profes-
sional development. There are aca-
demic papers and seminars on linguistic 
developments and translation theory, 
designed to keep UBS at the cutting edge 
of its profession.

commiTTee on TranSlaTion 
policy (coTp)
This is a global translation governance 
committee that is responsible for overall 
UBS translation policy. Its member-
ship includes well-known scholars and 
experts sympathetic to the Fellowship’s 
mission.

Church worldwide. 
Thus the sign-off, the state-

ment that ‘this is it’ is, as one 
Translation Consultant puts it, ‘a 
frightening responsibility’.  But it 
is one that the whole UBS trans-
lation community looks to under-
take with humility, sensitivity, 
courage and grace. It is why  the 
Fellowship seeks spiritual cover – 
supporters who will pray specifi-
cally throughout the lifetime of a 
translation project. 

TranSlaTion daTa

It takes a few months to trans-
late a key portion of Scripture. 
On average it takes 12 years to 
translate the entire Bible (this 
is considerably less than it took 
in the days before sophisticated 
computer software).

Data concerning translation 
projects and their progress is 
held in a central database that 
can be updated from the field (if 
there is an internet connection!). 
The database contains both 
quantitative and qualitative data 
about all Bible Societies' transla-
tion projects.

The number of active transla-
tion projects varies over time and 
includes revisions as well as new 
translations. For example, on the 
African continent, of 209 active 
projects 32 are revisions; the oth-
ers first time or new translations.

At any one moment Bible 
Societies worldwide are involved 
in around 650 projects with 
more waiting in the wings. And 
although translation projects are 
being undertaken in every region 
around the globe, the majority of 
the effort is focused on the coun-
tries in Africa and Asia where the 
need is greatest.

In the last decade the UBS 
completed on average 35 trans-
lation projects per year.  The 
numbers are important measures 
of activity and progress, but it is 
the inclusion of qualitative data 
that assists with the practical 
management of—and resource 
allocation to—this profound and 

spiritual exercise. This is why 
the UBS places emphasis on the 
assessment of translation need 
rather than exclusively numeric 
targets. And getting the right 
balance between “number” and 
“need” is one of the benefits of 
being part of a truly worldwide 
network.

t r a n s l a t i o n

The Numbers



650
Average number of
active translation 

projects.

 

35
Average number of 

completed translation 
projects each year.

 

12
Average number of 
years required to 

translate the entire 
Bible.





The massive advances 
in IT in recent years 
have served the trans-

lation ministry well. Today, the 
UBS suite of Bible translation 
software has 3,500 users across 
developed and developing world 
countries and includes many 
users from other Bible transla-
tion agencies. Its virtual techni-
cal institute has an international 
reputation for pioneering techni-
cal innovation in translation and 
Bible publishing. 

The prototype of the primary 
technical tool, Paratext, was 
created by Dr Reinier de Blois, a 
Translation Consultant in Africa. 
The program was developed 
for wider use by a team led by 
Nathan Miles, working under the 
guidance of Dr Kees de Blois, Rei-
nier’s older brother and the head 
of the UBS Translation and Pub-
lishing Computer Resource Group 
(TPCRG). It was from this group 
and out of a need to formalise 
development that the Institute 
for Computer-Assisted Publishing 
(ICAP) grew.

The members and staff of ICAP 
include translators, teachers and 
IT experts. They share a common 
vision as a networked commu-
nity to provide excellent techni-
cal support to the translation and 
publishing task; implementing 
leaner, more efficient translation 
and publishing methods along 
the way. 

It was the language landscape 
of Canada with its complex and 
challenging linguistic environ-
ment that helped to shape the 
vision. Canada has a variety of 
living languages. Many of the 

It is, perhaps, fitting that 
this breakthrough in 
technical support for Bible 
translation should have its 
roots in Canada because 
the present worldwide 
translation effort can be 
said to have its origins 
there. The translation of 
the Gospel of John into the 
Mohawk language in 1804, 
published by the British and 
Foreign Bible Society, is the 
earliest example we have of 
Bible Society translation. 

The Unicode standard 
defines an international 
inventory of characters for 
the alphabets of the world’s 
languages. Unicode defines 
a single way in which 
each of these characters 
is represented within a 
software program. Paratext 
accesses over 1 million 
characters.

Information 
Technology

indigenous languages of Canada 
use unique, non-Roman alpha-
bets.  This experience helps ICAP 
people better understand and 
support similar complexities in 
other parts of the world.

Paratext has evolved into a 
sophisticated and intuitive soft-
ware suite. It enables translators 
to perform a host of essential 
functions at the click of a mouse, 
replacing the laborious coordi-
nation and checking processes 
necessitated by the typewriters, 
hand drafting and word-process-
ing of earlier generations. As well 
as displaying Bible texts, Para-
text users can access the source 
biblical languages; generate and 
analyse word lists; edit Unicode 
data; input their own notes; and 
keep track of their work through 
comparing current and earlier 
drafts. Once the text is com-
plete, Paratext provides seamless 
integration with typesetting and 
publishing applications.

One of the major challenges for 
the Paratext developers was how 
to transpose non-Roman scripts 
into electronic format. Even 
where this is achieved on the 
ground by the translators, mov-
ing the text to another format 
is often problematic. By mak-
ing Paratext Unicode-compliant 
the transposition of non-Roman 
text is handled with ease. There 
is little doubt that Paratext has 
revolutionised the Bible transla-
tion process.

The Technical Dimension:   



Collectively called the United Bible Societies, the Fellowship 
comprises 145 national Bible Societies. Together they work in 
over 200 countries and territories. They also fund a Service 
Organisation through which the translation community is 
served and managed. 
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