“Mind your language!” is a phrase normally associated with foul and intemperate outbursts.  However, it is also a useful shorthand way of reminding us of the importance of good communication – especially between those who speak different languages.  It is all too easy to assume that what we think we are saying and transmitting to another person is the same as what they are hearing and receiving.  Often that is far from the case.  At times the results of this mis-communication can be amusing, at other times it can be disastrous.
I have recently benefited from the Diocesan scheme for extended study leave for the clergy.  Part of my time was spent in India with some fascinating conversations with Hindu, Sikh, Muslim as well as Christian leaders.  A key role in these discussions was played by the person who was translating.  I was well aware that the business of translation is a complex one and that many ideas and concepts do not translate between languages and cultures in any simple way.  It is a stimulating and rewarding process, but hard work and full of obvious pitfalls.

In a world of many languages, world-views and cultures the role of the translator (in its broadest sense) is a vital one in at least four different areas.
· In the dialogue between major faiths.  One of my conversations in India was with a hindu monk in which I was asked about the Christian understanding of salvation.  It was a considerable process of probing via the translator to find out whether what I understood by the question was the same as what the monk intended.

· In conversations between those of religious persuasion and secularists.  For example, when the so-called ‘new atheists’ argue against belief in God, the first thing to establish is what they mean by the term.

· In relations between religion and the media.  So often the language of soundbites, images and polarisation of issues can appear to distort what was intended.  Good understanding of the ‘language’ of the media is an essential requirement for today’s Church.

· Within the Anglican Communion.  Translators will play a vital part in the Lambeth Conference this summer, in the preceding Global Anglican Future Conference, and in the relationship between the two.  A main part of the Lambeth Conference will be the small groups both for bible study and for discussion.  The aim is to have no more than 2 or at most 3 languages used in those groups – so the translators’ role will obviously be vital.  I suspect that even when there is a common language we need to keep an eye on translation – i.e. on the relationship between what we intend to express and what is heard and received.
Ultimately the deepest level of communication is the work of the Holy Spirit.  The outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost led to a new level of understanding between those who spoke different languages (Acts 2: 4 – 11).  This was to fulfil the promise of Jesus that, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth.” (John 16: 13).  In all our conversations we need to mind our language, but above all to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
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