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Homo Translator:
Traditions in Translation

Seung Chul Kim

The act of understanding (verstehen), as Martin Heidegger’s notion of
the “existential” (Existenzialien) tries to show, belongs to the fundamental
structure of human being-in-the-world. In this sense, the study of how we
understand and what it means to understand requires collaboration among
anthropological, philosophical, and hermeneutical approaches to the es-
sence of the human. Needless to say, hermeneutics also entails theological
and religious elements, as suggested by the etymological connection with
hermes, the messenger of the gods in their communications with people.

For some decades now we have seen a heightened awareness of living in
a pluralistic world on various fronts. To accept life in a religiously plural
world is to awaken to the radical truth that one’s own faith, whatever it be, is
part of a larger multireligious belonging. As Paul Knitter, one of the leading
theologians of religious pluralism in our age has remarked, it has begun to
dawn on us that our faith was — and still is — a hybrid phenomenon. In a reli-
giously plural world where all faith is a kind of mestizaje, self-understanding
cannot take place without an effort to understand the other. Indeed, in the
case of religion, the other is already included in the way we understand
ourselves'.

As human beings, we adopt a variety of linguistic forms in the attempt to
understand each other, some of which open new paths for communication,
some of which block the way. Many of you are living in multilingual envi-
ronments. You are used to thinking, writing, and working in a linguistically
hybrid world. Within and without, your Lebenswelt takes shape against a

1 See Seung Chul Kim, How could we get over the monotheistic paradigm for interreligious

dialogue?, in «Journal of Interreligous Studies», 13 (2014) , pp. 20-33.
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3 Seung Chul Kim

mixed horizon: the Polish and the German and the Chinese, the Italian and
the Swiss Italian, the Spanish and the English, the English and the Japa-
nese, the German and the English and the Japanese, the Japanese and the
Korean, and so on, and so forth. None of you here needs me to tell you what
multilingualism entails.

To translate another’s language into one’s own effectively, or vice-versa,
one needs a keen hermeneutical awareness, allowing one to pass over into
the religious and cultural traditions of the other. To communicate through
another language means that in some sense we need to share the frame of
reference in which that language generates meaning. Understanding through
translation is inseparable from understanding the tradition from which the
text is translated as well as the tradition into which it is being translated.
Only then, as Jaroslav Pelikan, the greatest theologian of Church History
in our age has said, can one experience a tradition as something alive that
affects us. Pelikan distinguished this from traditionalism, writing that «tra-
dition is the living faith of the dead, traditionalism is the dead faith of the
living. And, I suppose I should add, it is traditionalism that gives tradition
such a bad name»?.

In order for a tradition to be a living tradition that guides our understand-
ing of ourselves and others, we have to translate it into our own language.
That is, one must be a homo translator; a human being that translates.

But just what is translation? I am not foolish enough to try to answer that
question in a brief introduction. Permit me only to suggest some examples
that might point us in the right direction.

First, translation can be understood as a process of deciphering. As an
example, consider the Second World War film The Imitation Game based
upon the biography Alan Turing: The Enigma written by Andrew Hodges.
The hero of the story is a mathematical genius who has been given the prob-
lem of de-ciphering a German code. Curiously enough, he does not under-
stand a single word of German, and yet he was able to solve the problem by
purely logical thinking. He even invented a machine to analyze the logical
relationship between one German cipher and another. He called his ma-
chine “Christopher”, after a friend who had died young. The name itself
comes from a legendary saint who is said to have carried the Christ child

2 J. Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition: The 1983 Jefferson Lectures in the Humanities,
Yale University Press, London 1984, p. 65.
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on his back across a river. Like Christopher (Christdforos), we might say, a
translator is a transporter who carries a tradition from one age to the other
age, from one place to another.

Second, translation can be understood as a process of “demythifying”. |
am thinking here in the first place of the project of Entmythologisierung in-
augurated by the German theologian Rudolf Bultmann, perhaps the greatest
New Testament theologian of the twentieth century.

According to Bultmann, New Testament is a confession of faith in Christ
Jesus, written in a mythical language very different from the language of the
modern world. As such, the New Testament does not so much tell us who
Jesus was and what Jesus did as how the first-century Christians understood
themselves and their faith. In short, the New Testament itself is an inter-
pretation of how the Christians of the first generation after the death Jesus
understood him to be the Christ. In order for us to grasp that self-under-
standing in such a way as to appropriate their faith as our own, we have to
interpret the language of the Bible through our own language that has been
influenced by a scientific worldview. Bultmann, therefore, asks us to rein-
terpret mythical language, which, taken literally, would inhibit us out from
understanding ourselves and our relationship to divine reality in the light of
the Christian faith.

Unfortunately, Bultmann’s project was often misunderstood as a mere re-
jection of all mythological description of the New Testament. This was not
his intention. Rather, “demythifying” is a way of rereading the texts in order
to guide us to a truer Pauline understanding of the Christian faith, sola fide:

It is impossible to repristinate a past world picture by sheer resolve, es-
pecially a mythical world picture, now that all of our thinking is irrevocably
formed by science. A blind acceptance of New Testament mythology would
be simply arbitrariness; to make such acceptance a demand of faith would
be to reduce faith to work®.

Third and finally, translation can be understood as an ongoing dialogue
with tradition, a question-and-answer exchange between a tradition and its
translator. The Romanian-born German poet Paul Celan once referred to

2 13

poems as “Flaschenpost”, “a message in a bottle” in his essay Ansprache
anliplich des Literaturpreises der Freien Hansestadt Bremen.

3 R. Bultmann, New Testament and Mythology, in D. Sarisky (ed.), Theology, History, and

Biblical Interpretation: Modern Readings, Bloomsbury, London 2015, p. 134.



10 Seung Chul Kim

Das Gedicht kann, da es ja eine Erscheinungsform der Sprache und damit sei-
nem Wesen nach dialogisch ist, eine Flaschenpost sein, aufgegeben in dem — ge-
wiss nicht immer hoffnungsstarken — Glauben, sie kionnte irgendwo und irgend-
wann an Land gespiilt werden, an Herzland vielleicht. Gedichte sind auch in die-
ser Weise unterwegs: sie halten auf etwas zu. Worauf? Auf etwas Offenstehendes,
Besetzbares, auf ein ansprechbares Du vielleicht, auf eine ansprechbare Wirklich-
keit. Um solche Wirklichkeiten geht es, so denke ich, dem Gedicht.

(A poem, since it is an instance of language, hence in its essence dialogic, may
be a message in a bottle thrown out to sea in the — surely not always strongly hope-
ful — belief that it may sometime wash up somewhere, perhaps on a shoreline of
the heart. In this way, too, poems are underway: they are headed toward some-
thing. Toward what? Toward something open, inhabitable, an addressable “Thou”
perhaps, an addressable reality. Such realities are, I think, at stake in a poem)®.

Seen as a ftext written with “encrypted” or “mythical” language, much
the same can be said of a tradition. One day we find a bottle with a message
inside washed ashore. On opening it, we see that it is written in an unknown
foreign language. We don’t know exactly why, but it fascinates us and calls
out to be rendered in our own language. We don’t know exactly from whom
and from where it has been sent to us. Or, perhaps we could not be sure
whether it is sent to us. But we came to believe that we should send an an-
swer to that message, even though we still don’t know to whom and to where
we should send our answer. In doing so, however, and strangely enough, we
believe that we are not only going to understand the message in the bottle
but also something new about ourselves. As we proceed, we come to hope,
little by little, that even though we will never understand it fully, we may
perhaps learn something about who or what sent it in the first place. In this
sense, the tradition is like a personal “Thou”. No matter how hard we try, it
remains an unfathomable other, as Hans-Georg Gadamer expresses in his
commentary on Paul Celan’s poems Atemkristall:

Das Du ist so sehr und so wenig Ich, wie das Ich Ich ist.

(The thou is an “I* just as much and just as little as the 1 is a self)>.

4 P. Celan, Ansprache anliiflich der Entgegennahme des Literaturpreises der Freien Hanse-

stadt Bremen (1958), in 1d., Gesammelte Werke Bd. 3: Gedichte III, Prosa, Reden, Shurkamp, Ber-
lin 1983, pp. 185-186. Quatated from P. Celan, Collected Prose, trans. by R. Waldrop, Carcanet
Press, Manchester 1986, with a slight change of mine.

> H.-G. Gadamer, Wer bin Ich und wer bist Du? Ein Kommentar zu Paul Celans Gedichtfolge
Atemkristall®, Shurkamp Verlag, Berlin 1973, p. 12.
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Gadamer reminds me of the famous Zen exchange between two monks,
Kyozan Ejaku and Sanshd Enen. Please let me conclude this brief essay by
recalling this Zen exchange;

“Kydzan Ejaku asked Sanshd Enen, “What is your name?”
Sanshd said, “Ejaku!”

“Ejaku!” replied Kydzan, “that’s my name”.

“Well then”, said Sanshd, “my name is Enen”.

Kydzan roared with laughter.
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Abstract

The act of understanding, as Martin Heidegger’s notion of the “existen-
ttal” tries to show, belongs to the fundamental structure of human being-in-
the-world. In this sense, the study of how we understand and what it means
to understand requires collaboration among anthropological, philosophical,
and hermeneutical approaches to the essence of the human. The paper will
introduce the topic and the issue of “Teoria” devoted to it.
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na riflessione critica sull’attualita della traduzione e delle sue molte-
plici declinazioni appare un tema di primo piano nell’'ambito della
ricerca filosofica contemporanea. Questo fascicolo di <Teoria» pub-
blica gli interventi tenuti al convegno Homo translator. Traditions in trans-
/(,11‘1011.‘ organizzato presso la Nanzan Univers Nagova, Japan, e alcuni
saggi selezionati, che estendono la prospettiva dell'indagine agli ambiti della

letteratura. delle tecnologie, della psicanalisi, della politica.

critical reflection about the relevance of translation and its many var-

iations seems to be a priority in contemporary philosophic research.

ue of <leoria» features the talks held at Homo translator. Tra-

ditions in translation, a meeting organised at the Nanzan University, Nago-

a, Japan, and other selected papers, which broaden the horizon of ‘the sur-
vey to the spheres of literature, technology, psychoanalysis and politics.
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