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Ever since 9/11, religion has returned to the centre stage of both academic 
discourse and world politics. My paper demonstrates the important contributions that 
could be made by Translation Studies to this urgent topic of our time. How does 
monotheism impact the Christian understanding of language/interpretation/translation? 
To what extent do the Christian concepts of the “sacred,” authenticity, authority, 
canonization, and civic religion account for the divergence of its translation theory and 
practice from those of Buddhism? These are the philosophical questions I seek to address 
in my paper. (When time allows, I will also use these philosophical questions to answer 
the following political question: why were translations of the Bible into vernaculars 
closely related to the rise of modern nations, whereas this was not the case with the 
translation history of Buddhist sutras? The arguments I develop thereof will also allow 
me to demonstrate how the link between translatio imperii and translatio studii was a 
mere historical and cultural contingent in the modern West.) 

Christianity harbors a vertical, hierarchical concept of translations, “with the 
tongues of revelation (Hebrew, Greek, sometimes Arabic) at the top, the language of 
science and authorized Biblical translation on a next rung [ . . . ] ” (Anthony Pym). I trace 
this concept of translation to monotheism, and set it in contrast to the horizontal view of 
translations of one tradition of Mahayana Buddhism according to which the source text 
has no higher authority than the target text. Because there is no supreme God in 
Buddhism with a monopoly on Truth, all interpretations, all translations have their own 
validities in different human beings’ quest for enlightenment. Jay Garfield notes “a robust 
sense of the autonomy of the translated texts from their source material” in Buddhism as 
well as its “heterogeneous set of texts translated and the heterogeneous lexicons and 
methodologies of translation. Syncretism is encouraged by the sheer appearance at the 
same time of texts from so many different traditions.” Martha Cheung goes further and 
characterizes discourse on sutra translation as “protean in form, nomadic in character, and 
pioneering in spirit.” 

Also at issue in the divergence between Christian and Buddhist views of 
translation is their different understanding of language. John identifies the Word with 
God. Buddhism, by contrast, views language as one manifestation of the impermanent 
and delusional character of all phenomena. Language is an expedient device for teaching, 
but what is more important beyond this step is nonattachment to the teachings. As Brian 
Ruppert points out, the Buddha used language “at what is sometimes called the level of 
relative truth to point toward absolute truth that is nondual in character.” 


