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The Influence of the Foreign Bible Societies in
the Development of Balkan Literary Languages:
The Greek Experience

NOMIKOS MICHAEL VAPORIS

AMONG THE GREEKS the language question, that, is, what
shall be the language of the Greek people antedates both the
establishment of the Greek state and the founding of the British
and Foreign Bible Society.

Blessed and/or cursed with a linguistic and literary heritage
that included Classical, Hellenistic, and Byzanrtjine elements,
the Greeks had a rich fare to choose from when it came time
to discuss the question of a literary language. Even before the
Greek Revolution, many Greeks had already joined various
competing camps: the Attic or archaic, the demotic, and the
purist. The latter, headed by Adamantios Koraes, attempted
to serve as a compromise between the first two.!

It was in such a domestic linguistic controversy that the
British and Foreign Bible Society entered the scene with the
introduction of its editions of the Scripture translated into what
can be described as a kind of demotic Greek.? In fact, it was
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only three years after its founding in March 1804 that the
British and Foreign Bible Society, whose purpose was the
distribution of the Christian Bible in as many understandable
languages and countries as possible ‘‘without note or com-
ment,””’ turned its attention to the Greeks for the first time.
Within two years, reacting favorably to a report made by the
Reverend John F. Usko, chaplain to the British Station in
Smyrna, the Society ordered the printing and distribution of
five thousand copies of Maximos Kallipolites’ modern Greek
translation of the New Testament (first printed in 1638 in
Geneva, with the approval and support of Patriarch Kyrillos
I Loukaris (1620-1638) from the edition prepared by Anastasios
Michaelos of Naousa, in Halle, Saxony in 1710.* Encouraged
by what it considered to be a favorable response to its efforts,
the Bible society proceeded with another printing in 1814.

Meanwhile, some opposition to ths activity was noted,
especially among clergymen and monks due primarily to the
absence of any patriarchal approbation. Patriarchal approval
was therefore sought by the Reverend John Lindsay, chaplain
to the British Embassy at Constantinople. Patriarch Kyrillos
VI (1813-1818) not only issued a letter in support of the transla-
tion (unwisely omitted in the edition), but also applauded the
work of the Bible Society.’

Kallipolites’ translation, however, was by this time nearly
two hundred years old. The man chosen to produce a new
translation, in a language closer to that spoken by the people,
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was the learned Archimandrite Hilarion of Mount Sinai, later
Metropolitan of Tirnovo in Bulgaria.® Hilarion was
acceptable to both the Patriarchate and the Bible Society,
represented by the Reverend Charles Williamson, the new
chaplain of the Levant Company in Smyrna.

The election of Patriach Gregorios V (for the third time)
on 14 December 1818, did not bring about any change in policy.
Despite his very conservative and traditionalist stance, his
opposition to the New Learning challenging the Greeks since
the middle of the eighteenth century, and his almost fanatic
opposition to the ideas of the French Revolution, Patriarch
Gregorios was a firm advocate of religious education, which
included the translation of the Scriptures and their reading by
ordinary folk in their spoken language.’

Articles of agreement for the translation of the entire Bible,
including the books commonly called Apocrypha by Pro-
testants but retained by the Orthodox, were, therefore, drawn
up and approved by Patriarch Gregorios and the Reverend
Robert Pinkerton on behalf of the Society in April 1820. The
Patriarch also approved of the translation of the New Testa-
ment in Albanian, Bulgarian, and Turkish.?

Early in April of the next year, a group of Turks burst into
the grounds of the Patriarchate where they arrested Patriarch
Gregorios, together with a number of hierarchs and other
clergymen, and did considerable damage to various buildings
and their contents. Also damaged was the Patriarchal Press
which at the time was beginning to print the Gospel of Matthew
in the modern Greek tranlation of Hilarion of Tirnovo.’

On April 10, the Ottoman government carried out the
execution of the Patriarch together with many clergymen and
lay leaders of the Greek people, many of whom were state
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employees. These actions inaugerated a reign of terror against
the Greeks of Constantinople and of other areas of the
Ottoman Empire. All this was in response to the outbreak of
the Greek Revolution, first in Moldavia (22 February 1821)
and a month later in the Peloponnesos.

These events naturally not only affected the political future
of the Greek people but also significantly altered the relation-
ship between the British and Foreign Bible Society and the
Ecumenical Patriarchate in general.

Specifically, the events of April 1821 removed a patriarch
who, although a traditionalist, supported the aims of the Bible
Society to make available the Scriptures to the Greeks in their
spoken language. Second, the printing of the translated Scrip-
tures by the Patriarchal Press, which alone constituted a kind
of imprimateur, was permanently halted, though it did later
print other translations of the Scriptures, notably Turkish. And
finally, the events of April 1821 caused the Church of Con-
stantinople to return to traditionalist policies as an effort to
restore the status quo ante as it existed before the Greek
Revolution. This meant a retreat from the use of demotic
Greek, no translated Scriptures, and the severing of all rela-
tionships with the British and Foreign Bible Society which was
now viewed as a foreign and outside element.

I am not suggesting that in the absence of the Greek Revolu-
tion, the cooperation between the Bible Society and the Patriar-
chate would have proceeded without difficulty, but only that
the printing of the translated Scriptures on the Patriarchal Press
would have served, by and large, to remove the Greek Church

and many of its clergymen from the ranks of those who would

later violently oppose spoken Greek as the national, literary,
and official language of the Greek people. The publication of
the translation of the Scriptures—the most sacred of texts in
the Greek language—by the Church of Constantinople would
have greatly weakened, if not eliminated, the argument that
the translation of the Bible into modern Greek was contributing
to the corruption and destruction of the Orthodox faith and
the Greek language. In the very least, the language

controversy would not have taken the very disputatious, tur-
bulent, and at times, violent course that it did take, leading
to public demonstrations and even deaths in the streets of
Athens as late as the beginning of the present century over the
translations of the New Testament by Alexander Pallis and
that sponsored by Queen Olga of Greece.™

Meanwhile, in Constantinople, Hilarion’s translation was
rejected and permission was refused for it to even be printed
elsewhere. Although not all the bishops went along with this
negative policy, for some continued to welcome the agents of
the Bible Society and the Scriptures in translation as late as
1827," the opposition became nearly unanimous when the
Bible Society implemented two decisions taken earlier. These
would contribute to ending the effective activity of the Bible
Society within the Patriarchal See of Constantinople and would
have dire consequences when the Society shifted its attention
to the newly founded Kingdom of Greece. In short, the Bible
Society decided to exclude the so-called Apocrypha from its
editions of the Old Testament, an action, by the way, also pro-
tested by the Bible Societies of Berlin, Stockholm, and Saint
Petersburg, and to employ the Hebrew text as a basis for its
translation instead of the Septuagint, in use among the Greeks
since the first century.?
ALTHOUGH THE GREEKS WERE nearly unanimous in their
enthusiasm over their liberation from the Ottoman Turks,
Greek leaders were far from united as to the direction of the
new state and the orientation of its people.

There were those who wished to set Greece upon a secular
Westernizing course, reaping the fruits of the Enlightenment.
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while others turned for their source of inspiration to the more
traditional and spiritual resources of the Orthodox Church.
Among the issues raised were the separation and independence
of the Church in Greece, the validity of the Orthodox (Byzan-
tine) tradition, the nature and breadth of Greek nationalism,
and the question of the Greek language.” Only the first
issue—that of the Church—was a post-Revolution subject; the
others had their origin as early as the middle of the eighteenth
century. All these and many others would be vigorously and
acrimoniously debated, especially during the first two decades
after independence.

Just as during the Revolution, so too after it, the Greeks
initially welcomed all foreigners who had something to con-
tribute. This welcome included agents of the Bible Society as
well as American Protestant missionaries. All at first appeared
to have subordinated their denominational religious views and
emphasized general Christian principles that appeared accept-
able to many Greeks both from the pulpit and the classroom.
There developed in fact what we could describe today as a
genuine spirit of ecumenism: Protestant literature in ‘‘demotic”’
Greek translation was widely and freely distributed along with
the New Testament; Protestant clergymen established a number
of schools; they were invited to Orthodox services where they
preached, while Orthodox clergymen participated in funerals
of deceased Protestants.'

But this situation changed dramatically when the activities
of the agents of the Bible Society and of the missionaries did
not remain acts of pure philanthropy. The home offices ex-
pected converts,' and the Bible Society’s decision to exclude

”Vaporis, “‘Neophytos Vamvas and the Translation of the Scriptures in Greece”
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1977), pp. 70-119, 345-95.
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the Apocrypha and to reject the Septuagint as the text for the
new translation it had initiated and funded to be translated
by a team headed by the clergyman Neophytos Vamvas
betrayed, according to many, the denominational prejudice
of the ‘‘deceitful Anglo-Americans,””'® as the agents of the
Bible Society and the missionaries were characterized.

According to the clergyman Konstantinos Oikonomou, the
leader of the traditionalists in Greece, Greek children in schools
run by Protestants were not taught ‘‘either to make the sign
of the cross, or about icons, or the names of the saints, or
their intercession, or concerning memorial services, or about
fasts . . . so that just by silence the children unlearn the tradi-
tions (¢a patria) while all truths of the faith are restricted only
to the text of the Sacred Scriptures, as they are interpreted by
the missionaries.””’

Although the work of the Bible Society and that of the mis-
sionaries was not exactly similar, the traditionalists saw very
little difference between them, for the former supplied the
missionaries with one of their chief tools, the vernacular Scrip-
tures. The Holy Synod of the Church of Greece was willing,
for a moment, to concede that the circulation of the Scrip-
tures in the vernacular by the agents of the British and Foreign
Bible Society was a good thing, but it could not ignore the fact
that the Scriptures were accompanied by a flood of other
books, pamphlets, and tracts, written in modern Greek, similar
to the language used in translating, which openly and directly
challenged Greek Orthodox traditions, services, and basic doc-
trines.'* Especially objectionable were four titles, cited
specifically for their pro-Protestant and anti-Orthodox bias:
Samuel H. Wilson’s The Young Minister’s Companion,"
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Timotheos Philokleros, Palaionomia, An Epistle to the
Reverend Clergy in Greece,®John Tillotson, A Discourse
Against Transubstantiation,” and Andres Dunn, History of
the Latin Church in Ireland.”* Moreover, the Synod
appraised the circulating of the translated Bible as having one
purpose, the spread of heterodoxy. The Synod dismissed the
concept that the Scriptures could be taught “‘objectively.’’ Pro-
testants, the Synod was convinced, could only teach in a Pro-
testant manner.*

Clergymen like Neophytos Vamvas and Theoleptos Phar-
makides, disciples of Koraes, tried to defend the Bible Soci-
ety and even the Protestant missionaries.”* The latter,
Vamvas argued, had as their purpose education and enlighten-
ment. Moreover, he tried to make a clear distinction between
the missionaries and the Bible Society. Vamvas denied the
charge that the Bible Society hoped by its circulation of the
translated Scriptures to change the faith of the Greeks. On the

contrary, Vamvas believed that their work was motivated on-.

ly by the desire to help the Greeks who lacked the financial
resources required to publish the Bible. The work of the agents
of the Bible Society, Vamvas argued, was also due to the honor
they held for the illustrious ancestors of the Greeks and to the
sympathy they felt for the trials of slavery suffered under the
Turks.”

Both Pharmakides and Vamvas also came out in support
of the use of the Hebrew text for the translation. Both had
been to school in Western Europe and were certain that they
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were right since their opinions were also shared by many in
“‘enlightened’’ Europe. This fact alone was enough for them
to insist on their views. In addition, the Septuagint was the
traditional text, the one approved and sanctioned by the
Patriarch of Constantinople with whom all relations had been
severed with little or no desire for the resumption.
Although not articulated in so many words, the attitude
of those represented by Pharmakides and Vamvas toward the
“old”’ and ‘‘traditional,”” synonymous for them in many
instances with ‘‘Byzantine’’ and with ““Turkish,”’ represented
by the Church of Constantinople, clearly contributed to their
holding fast to the Hebrew text. There was present among the
liberal-minded Greeks in the decade after liberation a spirit
that sought to make a fresh start in as many areas as possible
The Church and its traditions were not to be exceptions. '
When Koraes was cited as a witness in support of the
He!)rew text, the traditionalists acknowledged the respect in
Wthl:l Koraes was held by the entire Greek nation, praised his
!earnmg, his profound knowledge of literature, and his work
in education, but labeled him a novice in religion. A ‘“layman,”’
declared Qermanos the preacher, a traditionalist spokesma,n
“‘has no right to dare intervene in the Church regardless 01;‘
how learned he is and what office he holds. He remains a sheep
always _and not a shepherd.”* ““Even the King,’”’ Germanos
?.‘rgued in another edition of the newspaper Evangelike Salpigx.
does not dare to perform sacerdotal duties; to ordain o;
celebrate any of the sacraments or services, so he must not
dare to order or to govern spiritual matters which are not any
less hol3(.”27 In fact, he went on to say that any Greek who
found himself in disagreement with these principles was not
in fact a true Greek and was unworthy of his ancestors
Althoygh Koraes was not alive during the translation c'on-
tro.versy in Greece, his work Synekdemos Hieratikos (The
Priestly Companion), republished in 1835 by the American
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Press in Malta, provoked a great uproar in Greece, especially
among traditional circles. Not only did The Priestly Compa-
nion contain two modern Greek translations of the Pastoral
Epistles (Maximos Kallipolites’ and Koraes’) but a lengthy
introduction and commentary. In the introduction, Koraes
attacked, among other things, ‘‘superstition’> among the
Greeks, the length of services, the emphasis on fasting, the
allegorical method of interpreting Scripture, the love of the
clergy for vain and empty titles, and the distintion between
the offices of bishop, presbyter, and deacon, and the neglect
of the Church to emphasize the fulfillment of Christ’s teaching
on equality, peace, justice, and equal rights.?

The reaction to Koraes’ book was violent. The tradi-
tionalists could not and would not make the distinction be-
tween doctrine and discipline, and looked upon Koreas’ ideas
as advocating Presbyterianism and as an attack on the entire
ecclesiastical, if not doctrinal, tradition of the Orthodox
Church. Nor did it go unnoted that his criticisms were in a
volume containing a translation of a part of the New Testa-
ment. Thereafter Koraes’ reputation could no longer be in-
voked with any success in promoting the translated Scriptures.

In the final analysis, both the Church of Greece and the
Patriarchate of Constantinople rejected the translated Scrip-
tures. Later liberal and westernizing Greeks, who normally
would have supported the translation and the efforts of the
Bible Society, found themselves in opposition, caught up as
they were in the revival of classicism, which advocated among
other things a turn toward classical Greek, and in the fervor
of the Great Idea.

In conclusion, it can be said that the advocacy and sup-
port of the British and Foreign Bible Society for the Scrip-
tures in the vernacular did not contribute to the advancement
of demotic Greek as a literary language but contributed greatly
to its being discredited. The opponents of the translated Bible
were successful in identifying it and many of its supporters

28 % . rr
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with heresy, that is, Protestantism, with the effort to destroy
the unity of the Orthodox Church, its faith and traditions, and
with the vulgarization of the Greek language. Finally per’haps
their most weighty argument of all, for it spoke directly,r to those
who.ran the G.reek state, they accused their opponents of sup-
porting a restricted and parochial view of the Greek state and
people and opposing the broader national aspirations, that is

the implementation of the Great Idea. The adoption of ’demotic’:
Greek as the official and national language would have dif-
ferentiated the Greeks of Greece and those of the Ottoman

Empire and, therefore, would have undermined the unity of
Hellenism.




