Translating Religious Texts
1. Introduction
Religious translation is one of the most sensitive and complex types of translation. Religious texts are not only linguistic messages; they also carry spiritual, cultural, and historical meanings. Therefore, the translator must deal with them carefully to preserve both the meaning and the sacred nature of the text. Religious translation requires more than linguistic skill. It requires cultural knowledge, historical awareness, and intellectual responsibility. A successful translator of religious texts must act not only as a language expert but also as a mediator between cultures, beliefs, and traditions.

Religious translation includes the translation of:
 • Sacred scriptures
 • Religious teachings and sermons
 • Theological writings
 • Religious philosophy and commentary

2. Characteristics of Religious Texts
Religious texts have several distinctive features:
1. Sacredness: Many believers consider religious texts to be sacred or divinely inspired. This makes translation more sensitive than other types of texts.
2. Symbolic Language: Religious texts often use symbolism, metaphors, and allegorical language. Example: “Light” may symbolize truth, guidance, or divine presence.
3. Archaic Language: Many religious texts were written centuries ago and contain archaic expressions. Example: Words such as thee, thou, and shalt in older English translations.
4. Cultural and Historical Context: Religious texts reflect the cultural environment in which they were revealed or written.

3. Challenges in Translating Religious Texts
1. The Problem of Equivalence
Some religious terms have no exact equivalent in another language. Some concepts may require explanation rather than direct translation.
2. Literal vs Interpretive Translation 
One major debate in religious translation concerns whether translators should translate literally or interpretively. In practice, translators often use a balanced approach.
 • Literal translation tries to stay close to the original wording.
 • Interpretive translation focuses on conveying the intended meaning.
3. The Role of Interpretation
Religious texts often allow multiple interpretations. Therefore, translation may unintentionally reflect the translator’s theological perspective. This is why many religious traditions distinguish between translation and interpretation.

4. Strategies for Translating Religious Texts: Translators commonly use several strategies:
1. Literal Translation: Used when the structure and meaning can be preserved.
2. Explanatory Translation: Adding clarification when a concept is unfamiliar. Example: “Zakat (obligatory charity in Islam)”
3. Footnotes and Commentary: Scholarly translations often include notes explaining historical or theological meanings.
4. Borrowing: Keeping the original term and explaining it. Example: Hajj, Zakat….

5. Skills Required for Religious Translators
A translator working with religious texts should have:
 • Strong linguistic competence
 • Knowledge of religious terminology
 • Cultural and historical awareness
 • Sensitivity toward believers’ perspectives
 • Familiarity with theological interpretation
In many cases, translators consult religious scholars and commentaries.

6. Ethical Responsibility
Translating religious texts carries a serious ethical responsibility. Errors in translation may lead to misinterpretation of beliefs or doctrines. Therefore, the translator must prioritize: accuracy, respect, and scholarly responsibility.

7. Examples from Qur’anic Verses in Translation
1. Metaphorical Meaning: 
اللَّهُ نُورُ السَّمَاوَاتِ وَالْأَرْضِ
(سورة النور 35)
English Translation: “Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth.”

The word “Light” in this verse should not be understood as a physical light. In Qur’anic discourse, it represents guidance, truth, and divine presence. This example shows an important challenge in religious translation: metaphorical meaning. A literal translation conveys the words, but the translator must also understand the deeper theological meaning. Often, explanatory notes are necessary to clarify the intended interpretation.

2. Theological Terminology
إِنَّ اللَّهَ غَفُورٌ رَّحِيمٌ
English Translation: “Indeed, Allah is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful.”
The words “Ghafūr” and “Raḥīm” are two of the divine attributes in Islamic theology. Although they are translated as forgiving and merciful, the Arabic terms carry stronger and more comprehensive meanings. For example:
 • Ghafūr implies continuous forgiveness and the covering of sins.
 • Raḥīm refers to deep and enduring mercy.
Therefore, translators sometimes intensify the translation by adding modifiers such as “Most” or “All-” to better reflect the Arabic meaning.

3. Conciseness and Expansion in Translation
وَالضُّحَى
(سورة الضحى 1)
English Translation: “By the morning brightness.”
The Arabic verse consists of only one word, yet it contains several layers of meaning. The particle “wa” in this context introduces a divine oath, meaning that God is swearing by the morning light.

Because English readers may not recognize this structure immediately, translators expand the phrase slightly to communicate the intended meaning. This illustrates a common strategy in religious translation: explicitation, where the translator adds small elements to clarify meaning.

4. Cultural and Spiritual Concepts
اهْدِنَا الصِّرَاطَ الْمُسْتَقِيمَ
(سورة الفاتحة 6)
English Translation: “Guide us to the straight path.”
The phrase “the straight path” does not refer to a physical road. Instead, it represents the path of righteousness, faith, and moral guidance. In Arabic Islamic discourse, “al-ṣirāṭ al-mustaqīm” symbolizes the correct way of living according to divine guidance. Translators usually keep the literal expression “straight path,” but its spiritual meaning must be explained in commentary or teaching contexts.

5. Polysemy and Context
وَالْعَصْرِ
(سورة العصر 1)
English Translation: “By the passage of time.”
The Arabic word “ʿAṣr” can have several meanings, including: time, era, the late afternoon. In this Qur’anic context, most translators interpret it as time in general, emphasizing the importance of time in human life. This example demonstrates the difficulty of translating polysemous words, where the translator must determine the most appropriate meaning based on context.
