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On Translation

Reflections on the Translation Certificate Program
at Dharma Realm Buddhist University
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By Justin Lee on June 19, 2022 at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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My name is Justin Lee and I graduated from the Translation B aE L
Certificate program at Dharma Realm Buddhist University this
year and from the Master’s program in Buddhist Classics in 2020. EETE P A BT E

I am deeply indebted to the kindness and wisdom of my guiding B e Lo T (P — B (e S i
teachers. So while you may only see my face here on this Zoom FSB At o (E TR T B T
screen, you are really gazing at all the people who have sacrificed R A BT > 5 T T 2 ) S PR 2
to shape me into who I am. Without further adieu, I wanted to P EAE R I AR
share a few reflections tonight from the Translation Certificate BIEE | (A5 -
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When I came into the translation program last fall, I presumed
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that the only thing we would be doing was translating Buddhist texts.
But as we got deeper and deeper into the work, I found out that there
was so much more to translation than its literal meaning, and that there
are many ways to “translate.”

For instance, one of my classmates enjoys running a farm. Another
one of my classmates enjoys cooking and studying the Yi Jing (Book of
Changes). Another one of my classmates enjoys math and the vibrancy
of culture. My other peers enjoyed studying Sanskrit, playing basketball,
rock climbing, making GIFs, and designing homemade calendars. As
the weeks went on, I came to see that while these activities didn’t fit
my preconceived notions of “translation,” they were in fact the very

expressions of it. After all, the word “translate” comes from the Latin

<« bl . <« b2l <« b2l . <« . »
components trans meaning  across and latus meaning carrled.

In essence, “to translate” means “to carry across.” We can carry across
meaning with words, but this is not the only medium.

When we are farming, we carry across meaning through planting
and harvesting. When we are cooking, we carry across meaning through
flavor. When we are playing basketball or rock climbing, we carry across
meaning through movement. In a sense, these can all be considered
“translations.”

For me, it seemed the boundaries between the literary work of

translation and lived, day-to-day experience of translation had become
blurred. And I was left questioning: what exactly does it mean “to
translate?” I don’t know. And perhaps that is the answer. I don’t know.
In my eyes, it seemed everyone had become a “translator.”
But I feel that these spheres of translation need not stop here. They can
grow ever larger. When we interact with people in different academic
disciplines, such as computer science, psychology, biochemistry, arts,
athletics, and so forth, we are indeed also translating. When we interact
with people from diverse cultural backgrounds or people with different
life experiences from us, we are also translating. When nations interact
with each other via policies and such, these are also translations.

We are always translating in whatever we do, whether we know it or

not. This was my first observation that I came to see.

Translation in a Fragmented World

However, how we translate is a far more pressing concern, and it is
a concern not only for translators of scriptural texts, but a concern for
all people on this planet. How we translate, how we convey meaning
across the chasm of misunderstanding, is an issue that humanity faces

in the current era.
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With the crises befalling the world—the pandemic; the war
between Russia and Ukraine; fleeing refugees in the millions;
conflicts in the Middle East; and the myriads of other social ailments,
such as poverty, systemic racism, wealth inequality, consumerist
culture, and the like—one may ask how this work of translation
can be of any relevance at all. After all, we are just working with
scriptures, right?

At the International Institute for the Translation of Buddhist
Texts (IITBT), we have a code of ethics called the Eight Guidelines.
For those who are not familiar with the eight guidelines, you may
visit their website to read about them.

It dawned that these principles were not simply Buddhist
principles. They were human principles. They were revealed because
we are human and must be human. They exist because they wish
to point to our fundamental nature that is universally accessible to
everyone. It does not matter if we are Buddhist, Christian, Muslim,
atheist, Caucasian, Hispanic, African American, Asian, and so forth

—these principles exist because they wish to align our hearts and
minds to our deeper humanity, one based on common values such
as ethics, respect, wisdom, friendliness, and stillness, to only name
a few.

Of the Eight Guidelines, the one I most reflected upon over the
past year was the Fourth Guideline, which says:

Translators and volunteers must not establish themselves as the

standard of correctness and suppress the work of others with their fault-
finding.

In the Avatamsaka Sitra, a text that we worked with in the past
year during the program, it says that people who wish to walk the
bodhisattva path aspire “to directly know and perceive with utterly
clear cognition all worlds in all their vastness and countless varieties.”
By this definition, a bodhisattva — one of the highest expressions of
our human potential — is any person who wishes to awaken others
and themselves to their full potential.

When I read this passage in juxtaposition with the Fourth
Principle, it unlocked its deeper meanings. At its heart, both a
translator and a bodhisattva share a similar aspiration to know all
worlds in their countless varieties. Both aspire to save through the
conveyance of meaning. From this line of the Avatamsaka Siitra, the
goal of a translator, then, is not to seek for an ultimate truth, if

there is one, but rather to embrace an infinite variety of “truths”
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that can all exist simultaneously. This is what it means to

“directly know and perceive with utterly clear cognition
all worlds.” We each have our own worlds, with their
own set of truths and their own set of realities.

Wisdom, it seems, is not so much about choosing
to be “right,” but about choosing to “understand,” to
understand the multiplicity of perspectives, of truths,
and of worlds. It does not strive for all things to be
the same. It allows for the multiplicity of experiences
and traditions to exist rooted in an understanding of a
common humanity. It acknowledges differences rather
than fears it. This spirit of understanding will perhaps be
one of the most pressing concerns of our time and will
likely dictate the course of our humanity.

In a deeper sense, the Fourth Principle teaches us that
no tradition, faith, person, or association can assume
themselves as the “standard of correctness” for the way
things ought to be. This is one of the quickest ways to
initiate a conflict and is evident in the violence we see
today. Everyone wants to be “right.” Few people wish to
understand.

Most, if not all, social ailments come from being
unable to understand one another. We kill one another
because of it. We blow each other up because of it. We
cast people into the shadows because of it. We deprive
people of their humanity, we silence people, we blame
people because of it.

It takes courage to conquer others, but it takes greater
courage to conquer ourselves.

Can we have the courage to lay down arms, whatever
they may be, and try to understand? Can we see the
common humanity beneath all of the so-called labels we
take for real? If we wish to live our lives meaningfully, we
need to set aside our notions about each other, look past
all the names, all the labels, and even our painful histories
and mistakes, and try to understand one another. Only
then can we truly be considered “humans.” Only then
can we truly be considered “translators.” We may not be
perfect at first, but at least we try. And that is enough.

These are my reflections for tonight. Thank you. &
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