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The Clash of Values and the Imperative of Translation: The Case of Jesuit
Missionaries’ Rendering of The Bible into Chinese in the 17th Century

Xia Yuan
{College of Arts, University of Shenzhen, Shenzhen 518060, China)

Abstract: Facing the dire consequences of a head-on clash with the local values in their efforts to turn The Bible into Chinese, the Jesuit
missionaries in China during the first half of the 17th century opted for an adaptational approach. They withheld messages of the
Gospels that did not sound compatible with the dominant Confucian orthodoxy, completely expunging the passages concerned when
necessary. They toned down any original wording in conflict with the then Chinese sensitivities. To ensure the Chinese version’s
acceptance by the intended audience, they even added to it ideas either nowhere to be found in the original text or flagrantly
contradictory to what was regarded as God’s teaching. The Chinese notions of Tian (the Heaven) and Tianzhu (the Lord of the Heaven),
for instance, were used as equivalents for the Christian concept of Deus. Such strategies succeeded in bridging the conceptual gap between
two otherwise incommensurate cultures and discourses. In large measure because of the missionaries’ translation practices, the Confucian
literati were able to gain access to what the West had to offer at that time, especially its more advanced sciences and technology.
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