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Editorial

This volume presents for the first time a complete English translation of all 99 Tamil Let-
ters gathered and translated into German by the early Lutheran Pietist missionaries to India,
namely Bartholoméus Ziegenbalg (1682—-1719) and his colleague Johann Ernst Griindler
(1677-1720). They attempted to help their European readers to engage with what Tamil
people said of themselves, their history, literature, religions, women, children, agriculture
and the like. The missionaries disclosed their theological and missiological intentions to the
Tamils. The Tamils, in turn, did not accept them uncritically. They sent written responses to
their inquiries in which they disclosed their deepest loyalties and practical priorities that
gave them meaning, purpose, and satisfaction. The missionaries believed that the more
European readers would familiarize themselves with the worldviews and customs of the
Tamil peoples, the more appreciation, care, and concern they would have for their own
religious institutions and cultural symbols. This kind of cross-cultural impact has very few
parallels in the 18" century. These Tamil Letters are now nearly 300 years old; yet they
have retained their authentic freshness. Modern readers can still discern, though faintly,
Tamil voices and interactions with Europeans and European attitudes towards the Tamils.
Even today, this kind of Hindu-Christian self-disclosure, in an atmosphere of mutual trust
and friendship, may have relevance for the ways in which we try to promote better under-
standing between people of different faith communities living and working in our own
neighborhoods.

This volume provides a reliable first-hand source material that fulfills the purpose of the
series entitled Dokumente zur Aufeuropdischen Christentumsgeschichte (Asien, Afrika,
Lateinamerika), i.e., Documents on the History of Christianity in Asia, Africa and Latin
America. Christianity in these parts of the world plays within the global scene an increas-
ingly important role. Its history cannot be simply understood as a mere appendix to Euro-
American history of mission and church. Therefore, this new series publishes original
source materials that deal with the history and presence of Christians in the Global South.
In addition to documents written by (Euro-American) missionaries, special attention will be
paid to early works by indigenous Christians and to materials that will throw light on a
wide variety of interactions between Christian faith and regional cultures. Transcontinental
perspectives of Christianity will be documented as well. Scholars in different fields of
study, especially researchers in history of Christianity, religions, local and global mission
and culture studies, and general history are cordially welcome for cooperation.

Munich Klaus Koschorke
November 2012 For the editors
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PREFACE

The meaningful communication of complex ideas (whether religious or oth-
erwise) across cultural borders and boundaries not only requires a formida-
ble expertise in a minimum of two languages and cultures. It also demands a
principled commitment on the part of indigenous informants who must be
willing to reveal a society’s ‘character’ at its (perceived) source (even
though, of course, no society emerges from a single source). As cultural
intermediaries, the parties involved in this kind of reciprocal process will
struggle—mightily—to convey and comprehend such disclosures. Locally,
at the point of tangency between cultures, the problems will be enormous.
Imagine, though, what the process would look like once an attempt is made
to translate what has been disclosed and (partially or imperfectly) understood
to an audience living a world away in an (alien) socio-historical context such
as Western Europe or Southern India. Naturally, the recipients in those so-
cieties would decode whatever they hear in their own ways as well, and on
their own terms. In this process of encoding and decoding, ideas are
(mis)constructed, (mis)translated and (mis)interpreted in a variety of ways as
complex as the ‘originals’ in the background. Intermediaries, who are adept
in the protocols of the source culture as well as the target culture, are surely
indispensible to the effective cross-cultural communication of ideas.

On the Christian, European side of the reciprocal process of self-
disclosure and cross-cultural learning that this volume reconstructs from
South India in the 18"™-century, Bartholomius Ziegenbalg (1682—1719) and
his colleague Johan Ernest Griindler (1677-1720) exemplify how this com-
plex process works. As translators of Tamil religion and society, they
achieved renown among their Lutheran Pietist readers in Western Europe in
general, and among a wider, ecumenical circle of friends and supporters in
Germany, Denmark, and Great Britain. They first of all constructed an ex-
traordinary network of communication involving Tamil informants with
whom they corresponded, if they did not already know them personally. As
time passed, they also began to function as conduits of long-distance corre-
spondence between these same parties and Christians back home in Europe
(Halle, for example, and Copenhagen). Naturally, their self-perception influ-
enced how they functioned as cross-cultural intermediaries, for they under-
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stood themselves to be “Servant[s] of the Word of God,” who happened also
to be Royal Danish Missionaries in Tranquebar as well as Patiris (“priests”)
of the Christian Tamils. And in the beginning they brought with them to
India a good deal of cultural baggage. When, for instance, they reached the
Danish colony of Tranquebar in 1706 and 1709 respectively, they subscribed
to the commonplace European perceptions of ‘Hindu’ Indians as ignorant
polytheists, inferior to Jews and Muslims who were at least monotheists with
recognized sacred texts of their own. Whether the Tamils had any or not,
Ziegenbalg and Griindler did not yet know, although it would not be long
before they did, and—what is more—made themselves impressively literate
in them.

During their work in South India, Ziegenbalg and Griindler experienced a
dramatic change of mind and attitude, with a far-reaching impact on their
approach to the Tamils. The Tamils, they realized, were not the people
whom their European contemporaries claimed the ‘heathen’ were, an uncivi-
lized and underdeveloped people. Instead, they encountered individuals
among them who were exemplary in every conceivable way and rightly
proud of their religions, their cultural heritage, and their society. To their
surprise, the missionaries realized that to achieve anything of enduring val-
ue, they would have to live among the Tamils on their terms and conditions.
While there were Tamils who did not regard the missionaries as their friends,
the ones with whom they did have good relations proved to be remarkably
willing to disclose to them the deep meanings of being Tamil and Hindu.
Despite the asymmetries of power in a colonial context, often they did not
hesitate to register their frank opinions about the European Christians living
in their midst, no matter how unflattering. More often than not, they thought
of the Europeans in Tranquebar as an irreligious lot, selfish and greedy, vio-
lent and cruel, whose lifestyle violated Tamil codes of ritual purity and phys-
ical hygiene, caste exclusion and gender separation. Religiously, Europeans
behaved themselves in ways that seemed a poor match for Tamil expecta-
tions. So puzzling were these reactions that Ziegenbalg and Griindler decid-
ed that they would simply have to enter into dialogue with the Tamils for
whom they had a special respect. Fortunately for us, these were not ephem-
eral efforts. 99 letters survived, translated from Tamil into German, opening
up a window on Tamil-European and Hindu-Christian interactions in early
18"-century South India.
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