Bob Patton
Dear Dr. Stringer:
> I thought I would drop you a note concerning my story of
> translation, hoping that it might prove helpful in the
> future.   As a small child, I accompanied my missionary
> parents to China just before World War II.  We were interned
> in a prisoner-of-war camp in the Philippine Islands for over
> three years.  At age 11, after being in the USA a few years,
> I believed that the Lord would have me be a medical
> missionary to Africa.  I proved an excellent student in
> science and math, but not outstanding in languages.  While
> in college, I had to take the elementary course in French
> followed by 2 additional years, as I had taken only latin in
> high school.  Language was OK but certainly not my best
> area.
> 
> Through scholarships I went to college, and then with more
> scholarships graduated from medical school with honors. 
> This was followed by eight additional years of graduate
> training in internal medicine and cardiology, culminating in
> becoming a board certified internist. 
> 
> We then went to Liberia, West Africa, where I was professor
> of medicine under USAID.  I set up a successful program over
> five years, and was decorated for my work by the Liberian
> government.  During our time in Liberia, I was saved.  I
> returned to the USA in private practice in a Christian
> group, giving up my academic career in teaching medicine.  I
> joined an Independent Baptist church, was involved as a bus
> captain, counselor, taught the adult Sunday school class,
> was deacon chairman, and then was called to Suriname in
> 1986.
>             
> In Suriname, we were confronted with two languages, Dutch,
> the language of education, and Sranantongo, the common
> language of the people we were working with.  I taught in
> the medical school part time to keep a presence in the
> medical area to be able to work in church planting and
> medicine in the interior.  I worked on both languages, and
> started a church during our first five years.  I was
> frustrated while training nationals because the only Bible
> we had was the New Testament and Psalms done about 1820,
> with a lot of language changes since.  I had decided to
> retire from medicine when I reached age 60 (I was age 53)
> and start translating.  The Lord had different ideas.
> 
> Through a sickness, the Lord made it clear that I should
> retire at age 53, giving up medicine totally, which was a
> very difficult decision for me.  Instead of teaching
> medicine, I started translating the Bible mornings, and
> continued the church planting work the rest of the time. 
> That year we also started a radio ministry (now 22
> broadcasts weekly on 4 stations), a Bible Institute,
> initially using Dutch while awaiting Sranantongo, now 18
> years old with about 65 graduates, started a second church
> with a national pastor (now 4 with 10 pastors), and started
> translating the Bible.
> 
> The first problem was what text to use.  I was not trained
> in Greek or Hebrew.  After studying the text issue, I
> decided that I must use the KJV although my former pastor in
> the USA was a strong advocate of the critical text. 
> However, the Lord arranged that a number of our supporting
> churches were strong KJV churches.
> 
> The use of the KJV was difficult in Suriname after I
> assembled a team of seven nationals to help me (I also
> received some helpful assistance from fellow missionaries as
> they were able).  The nationals would tend to initially use
> Dutch as their text base, which was the NGB translation from
> the critical text, rather than the KJV in English.  It was
> only years later that I discovered the Statenvertalling,
> which is the Dutch equivalent for the KJV.  However, after I
> showed them the difference in the text, they did follow the
> KJV successfully, although English was their third language.
> 
> About three months after I started work, I discovered that
> SIL had just decided officially to translate the entire
> Bible, and not just the New Testament.  When I went to them,
> I found out that they were using the NIV in English as their
> base text (not the Greek critical text).   They gave me a
> 500 page plus text from Eugene Nida, who promulgated dynamic
> equivalence.  And I had on my team a key lady who had
> previously worked for SIL, but she had started attending our
> church, and was saved.  She was an invaluable help.
> 
> My national team was otherwise mostly pastors or pastors in
> training.  I would make a rough translation, and two would
> correct it.  I would incorporate their corrections, and pass
> it to a second team of two, who would then correct the
> corrected copy.  This was repeated a third time.  Before
> translating, I would read a commentary or two to make
> certain that I was not giving some “off the wall” idea,
> and look up Greek or Hebrew words as necessary to get a
> better grasp of the meaning of the words.  Following this
> process, in three years, we had completed the entire Bible. 
> We then spent another four years cross-checking it, working
> on consistent spelling (there is not an established spelling
> which is accepted by everyone in Sranantongo), working on
> accuracy, smoothness and clarity.
> 
> Because Bearing Precious Seed ministry came out of one of
> our supporting churches, their ministry covered the cost of
> the first printing.  My sister-in-law asked me what I would
> be doing about layout (computers were just developing), and
> offered to do the entire Bible free of charge as a service
> to the Lord.  She did layouts for books as a side job, and
> did a superb job for us.  In 1997, we were done, and in
> 1998, the Bibles were printed and in Suriname.
> 
> Initially our translation was not accepted by the Suriname
> Bible Society.  However, we received help from the local
> Baptist book store owner, who was willing to take the brunt
> of distribution despite opposition, and has become a close
> friend.
> 
> Results: We are now in our third printing, after having
> sold out the first two printings of 5000 copies (Suriname is
> a small country).  The Sranantongo Bible is now the
> best-selling Bible in Suriname in any language, including
> Dutch.  The SIL  New Testament was completed about 3-4 years
> later, and was written more in the style of “the man on
> the street.”  They had a big initial promotion, and nearly
> sold out their stock of 10,000 New Testaments the first
> night.  However, virtually no one uses the translation any
> more.  SIL is still working on the Old Testament in 2009,
> but it is not complete.
> 
> Spin-offs: 
> 1.    The lady who initially worked for SIL has a great
> reading voice, and we recorded her reading the entire Bible.
>  We use that voice reading Sranantongo for our daily radio
> broadcasts.   We have completed about 2100 fifteen minute
> broadcasts, word by word, sentence by sentence from Genesis
> 1 to Revelation 22.  We also use the Bible in our regular
> church services, as well as other radio broadcasts (22
> broadcasts total per week on four stations). 
> 2.    We use the material on TV - we now have two 15 minute
> broadcasts weekly, one chronological, one doctrinal
> 3.    The entire Bible Institute is in Sranantongo, and on DVD
> using PowerPoint
> 4.    We have a commentary on the entire Bible.
> 5.    We have a number of discipleship materials in
> Sranantongo
> 
> Why write this story?  I believe that it illustrates
> several principles.
> 1.    God can use anyone who is available, if He calls him.  I
> believe that He deliberately used my weaker area of language
> for His honor and glory.  I could “cruise” in medicine
> on my natural ability.  Not so in language.
> 2.    God can arrange the necessary helpers and assemble the
> necessary team members both in the country of translation
> and if necessary, abroad.
> 3.    Methodology matters.  The text matters.  The Holy Spirit
> matters.  I was scared to death not to mistranslate
> something, and used verbal word for word methods.  The Bible
> clearly warns us to neither add nor subtract.
> 4.    There are great benefits from having a text in your
> mother tongue, even if that is not the language of
> education.  Some educated people struggle with reading
> Sranantongo because it is not taught in the schools, but is
> primarily spoken.  However, the benefits are great.
> 5.    Translating in the context of church planting has great
> advantages.  You can begin to use the translation right
> away.  The nationals can be of tremendous assistance in
> saying things the right way as they are saved and pick up
> areas of translation that can be improved.
> 6.    I am grateful that somehow God blocked the success of
> the NIV translation based New Testament in Sranantongo. Our
> book distributer bought a few copies, and he and his partner
> read them for daily devotions.  After a few days, he
> stopped.  “This does not seem like a real Bible” was his
> reaction.  This has proven a blessing, as it would be
> confusing to our people to have to choose between two
> translations.  We also greatly appreciate Bearing Precious
> Seed printing 20,000 New Testaments in our translation which
> we are distributing not only to those attending churches,
> but also those in schools, and even to  government leaders. 
> It is well received in the school system, although Dutch is
> the language of education.
> 
> Our situation was obviously not ideal.  I would have been
> better prepared if I knew Hebrew and Greek.  The linguistics
> that I had were very brief and primarily over pronunciation
> and a little bit of language structure.  I would have
> greatly benefitted from a real intensive linguistics course.
> I would have benefitted from experienced consultation from
> the same philosophy of translation. 
> 
> I did have the advantage of exposure to other languages in
> the past - including a sort of Pidgen English while in
> Liberia.  Fortunately, the basic Sranantongo language is a
> creole, without difficult pronunciation and a simple
> structure.  It had already been reduced to writing, and the
> basic structure outlined by linguists.  God chose to use us
> despite (or because of) our weaknesses, and we were most
> grateful.  
> 
> At this time in our career, we concentrating on
> nationalization of our church planting efforts in Paramaribo
> and on training national leadership.  During our three month
> mini-furloughs in the USA each year, we are hoping to be
> able to have a greater impact on students and others in the
> USA over the next few years.  I will be preaching and
> teaching missions in some of the schools in the USA, and I
> would hope to challenge persons in the area of translation. 
> We are currently scheduled to spend nine months in Suriname
> per year,  and three months in the USA.  I have been asked
> to teach some block courses in missions (two week blocks) as
> well as a few mini-seminars.  
> 
> I don’t know if there is some way that this information
> could be useful to you in the future.   We did want to give
> you this update.
> 
> In Him and Content:
> Bob Patton
> Missionary to Suriname-

