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An Interview with Margaret Hill

This interview was a great way to learn more
about Margaret’s background and how Scripture
Use has evolved in Africa.

When did you first start with SIL in
Africa?

I started working in Nigeria/Cameroon in 1967.
In 1978 I partnered with Elaine Thomas and went
to the Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly
Zaire). As an advisor to mother tongue
translators, my work was to exegete and advise
national translators.

Over the years where have you worked?
I have always worked in Africa. I first worked with the Ngbaka language and
they finished a New Testament. Then I worked with Ngbandi on a New Testament.
I returned to work with the Ngbaka on the Old Testament which was completed
in 1996, just before the wars started.

The Ngbaka have 3 million speakers. We had thousands of literacy classes and
teachers. It was a very large operation.

Are most language groups that large in Africa?
No. Ngbaka is one of the largest. Many languages are over 100,000 however.

Have you been able to get back in since the wars? Is the literacy
program still going?

Yes, we have returned a number of times, but only to visit. The literacy program
continues. It is self sufficient in terms of day-to-day management, but they still
need assistance with funding and correspondence.

Margaret Hill

[Margaret Hill was the main presenter at the Scripture Use Conference in Papua New
Guinea in August of 2001. She is the Scripture Use Coordinator for the Africa Area with
SIL and an international translation consultant. She wrote and compiled the Scripture
Use manual that was used during the workshop.]
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How does literacy work there? Did SIL send in literacy teams or is this a
national program?

In the very beginning we simply pottered around with it. We had 18 ladies learn
to read to try out the initial primer. Before that we worked with the literates, the
educated people. That was the first stage. Remember, we came in as translators,
but for two to three years we did some work with literacy. Everyone was so
enthused about it that we asked for help. Two single fellows came to help us.
They went around on motorbikes and got the program off the ground. Then a
support couple came to do the administrative work in literacy, such as, organising
the accounts, getting the inventories of books straight, ordering and obtaining
supplies (i.e. how to get 10,000 pencils from Nairobi). The program now continues
with Ngbaka men and women continuing to train others.

What made you focus on Scripture Use (SU)?
To start with it happened naturally. In roughly two years from the time we
started in the program we had the gospel of Mark completed. This was possible
due to the fact that we encountered no major linguistic problems and there was
an existing orthography that was reasonably correct. We also had the assistance
of well-educated pastors in the area.

It was quite clear that the church leaders in the area (there are about 1000
churches, at least) either wouldn’t know about the translation or would be
unwilling to change from using the local trade language, Lingala.

So we started running courses for church leaders with the translators involved.
We went in as a translation team. We ran courses for these pastors and catechists
and we taught them to use the gospel of Mark in the vernacular. The need for
getting the NT used and getting the church leaders on board was obvious, so
we started running a series of SU seminars in the local areas.

Subsequently, I had requests from surrounding languages saying, “Well, what
are we supposed to do with this? We’ve got the Scriptures and nobody is using
it?” As a result, I got involved with helping other people to run the SU courses.
Then it all expanded to the Africa Area level where I was running higher level
courses to teach people who will teach other people to go out and teach the
local people. You know, coming down the layers.

The Africa Area Director at that time, Bob Chapman, asked me to take this on as
a coordination for Africa Area and try to get this coordinated throughout the
area so that every entity was working on Scripture Use. That is how I got
involved in SU and it takes about 50% of my time.

An Interview with Margaret Hill
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So, when you started with SU, your target audience was actually
pastors?

Right, church leaders at each of the levels. We had high level, medium level and
village level. We started at the top and then had the top pastors come with us to
seminars and teach the next level down.

Was there also a difference in their education levels?
Oh, yes. We had people who were graduates of the institute which is about a
degree level. Then we had some that were graduates of an equivalent of a
secondary school. Then we had the village preachers who had gone to Bible
school for two years after Grade 6. So we had different types of courses for
different types of people. But we used the men from the top to help us with the
lower level pastors. And now they are doing this themselves. The SU courses
are still going on in the area, as much as they’re able to travel, due to the wars.

This manual that has been developed, what audience is that geared for?
To start with I put together material from the Ngbaka program that was used for
pastors. Then I was asked to introduce a SU course as part of the degree
program at the Pan-African Christian College where we have a four-year degree-
giving translation program, based on an existing Christian college. Translators
go there and they finish up with a degree. The SU course was to be introduced
as a 20 hour course. The best way of doing that was to go there and teach for a
term.

Then I worked on a book to teach the students for a term after first year level –
out of secondary school, first year into post-secondary. That book is the basis
for the manual.

The supplement is different. Seven lessons at the end are called modules. I co-
authored those with Harriet Hill (no relation) who is the anthropology coordinator
for Africa Area. We were asked to go to Ivory Coast and run two SU courses
over two years to help languages where they weren’t using the Scriptures. We
were trying to address other issues like negative attitudes about the vernacular.
These modules are incorporated into the SU courses with a greater
anthropological focus. The goal is to try to bring out the idea of the importance
of your mother tongue and how language fits into God’s plan and language in
the church.

That is the second half of the book. The first half was made for the college in
Nairobi and the last half was made as a sort of “curative” for situations where
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there are existing problems.

We had a number of SIL teams, translators and literacy workers, unable
to attend this conference. Is it necessary for people to go through the
workshop before they can get the manual?

No, not at all. The manual can be purchased through Horsleys Green in UK (see
ad in this issue). It is also on Lingualinks Library and Translators Workplace.
The supplement is on the newest Translators Workplace Supplement for TW3.
It is an extra CD. So the manual is around in a lot of places.

Where have you given this workshop besides Africa and here in PNG?
Before I came here I gave the workshop in Vanuatu. Next I will go to Alice
Springs, Australia to present it to the Australian Aborigines.

So what are your future plans?
Well, I’m SU coordinator for Africa Area. I am also somewhat involved with our
project in Congo. So I will go back to the border town of Bongi, Central African
Republic, to still be in contact, to some degree, because of the literacy program.
I also have many responsibilities as an international translation consultant and
will be involved with translation workshops too.

When you started with SU, writing the manual and running workshops,
did you ever dream it would go worldwide?

No, I didn’t. I thought it might go Africa wide, but I never dreamed it would
come to the Pacific. I thought it was unusual.

I think it is beginning to go worldwide, but there is an enormous amount still to
do, internationally and in Africa. We are just scratching the surface.
Unfortunately, there are quite a few areas where NTs are totally unused
throughout many of our entities. There is still lots to do, but there are great
possibilities and it’s all part of Vision 2025.✍
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