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The Name of God in Kapingamarangi

Nico Daams

The Name of God in the Kapingamarangi 
Language
The author is a SIL International translation consultant, working with Polynesian languages in 
the Pacific.

Introduction
When we began the translation of the Old Testament into the Kapingamarangi 
language, the members of the translation committee were divided as to how to 
represent in their Bible the particular name of God, rendered variously in English 
as Jehovah, Lord, or Yahweh. Some were in favour of Tagi which is a direct 
translation of Kaun, the Pohnpeian word for “Lord” (which in the Pohnpeian 
Old Testament is not written in small capitals, and thus is indistinguishable from 
their translation of ʾadonai). Others would like to see Jihova in their Bible, while 
a third group wanted Dimaadua, an honorific name for God, literally meaning 
“The Parents.” Dimaadua is the only word in the language where a plural noun is 
preceded by a singular article, not unlike the Hebrew ʾelohim, which has a plural 
ending for a singular word when it means “God.” This honorific name Dimaadua 
is used frequently during church services, especially when addressing God in 
prayer. This name is distinct from the term normally used to translate the title 
ʾelohim. In the Kapingamarangi Bible we simply translate ʾelohim with “God,” 
following long usage of this term both in the Pohnpeian and Kapingamarangi 
churches. In this article I will limit myself to the actual name of God. 

In Katy Barnwell’s article “Translating the Tetragrammaton YHWH” (Notes 
on Translation 11.4 [1997]: 24-27), I found the following summary (24) of the 
history of the representation of the name of God:

In many English translations of the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) 
the form “Lord,” written in small capital letters, is used to represent the four 
Hebrew letters YHWH. This is a proper name, the personal name of God, not 
a title or a general noun.

How did the term Lord come to be used to represent the personal name 
of God? It seems clear that, until about the time of the prophet Ezra, the 
Israelites pronounced the name of God (YHWH) freely. But sometime after 
the time of Ezra, they came to feel that the name YHWH was so holy that it 
should not be pronounced. So, whenever YHWH was written in the text, they 
read it aloud as ʾadonay which means “(my) lord/master.”

Much later, Masoretic scribes added vowels to the text to preserve the 
pronunciation of the words. (Originally Hebrew was written with consonant 
symbols only.) But when the scribes added vowels to the word YHWH, they 
added the vowels of ʾadonay (“lord”) to remind people to pronounce the title 
as ʾadonay instead of saying the personal name, Yahweh.
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When the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek (the Septuagint), 
YHWH was represented by the Greek word kurios, meaning lord, still 
respecting the fact that the name itself was considered too holy to be 
pronounced.

This practice of translating the name of God with a phrase meaning “the Lord” 
continues in many modern translations. Now it is done not because the name is 
considered too holy to be pronounced, but simply because we have grown used 
to the phrase “the Lord.” For example, this is how the NIV explains its choice of 
“the Lord” in the Preface:

In regard to the divine name YHWH, commonly referred to as the 
Tetragrammaton, the translators have adopted the device used in most English 
versions of rendering that name as “Lord” in capital letters to distinguish it 
from Adonai, another Hebrew word rendered “Lord,” for which small letters 
are used.

But in new translations such as the one we are making in the Kapingamarangi 
language, we are in the fortunate position of not having to contend with a strong 
pressure to conform to an existing usage. When we looked at the various options 
open to us, we found the following list of possibilities in the UBS Handbook 
(Noel D. Osborn and Howard A. Hatton, A Handbook on Exodus [N.Y.: UBS, 
1999], 55-56) in the passage in Exodus where God introduces his name to Moses 
(Exod 3.2):

a)	Transliterate the sound of YHWH, which may have been “Yahweh.” But 
the exact pronunciation is not certain due to the early taboo against its oral 
use. . . .

b) Translate the meaning of YHWH. But the exact meaning of this name is not 
certain and is widely debated. Furthermore, personal names are difficult to 
translate simply because they are names.

c) Substitute another personal name from a receptor culture. . . . Translators 
considering this option, however, should be sensitive to the connotations 
associated with the name of a local deity. If these connotations should 
contradict or even distort the biblical concept of God, then one of the other 
options should be followed.

d) Substitute a title similar to “Lord.” But this makes it difficult to distinguish 
the name YHWH from the title “Lord,” especially in public reading. 
Furthermore, the full meaning of certain passages depends on understanding 
the name as a name.

The author of the Handbook goes on to say (56) that:
The normal choice, the one recommended as the first solution to try, is option 
a), but option d) has often been chosen in languages where the distinction 
between “Lord” and “Lord” can easily be shown, at least in printed form.
A further possibility is to combine options a) and d) in order to bring out 
the full meaning of each context. In this way one may transliterate the name 
“Yahweh” (not “Jehovah”) only at those places where the full meaning of 
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the text is lost unless the name YHWH is clearly understood as a name rather 
than a title.
We then compared these possible translations with the three words that had 

been in use by Kapingamarangi preachers and translators alike.

The first choice of the Kapingamarangi people: Tagi, which translated, 
means “Lord”
The main reason for using “Lord” then, dates back from the time of Ezra, and 
was based on a zealous application of the commandment not to use God’s name 
in vain. If the original argument were still valid, surely we should also not use the 
name of Jesus in our translations. That leaves tradition then as the main reason 
for using “Lord,” but in the case of the Kapingamarangi people this tradition is 
currently only in a foreign language, and has not yet established itself in their 
own language. The committee agreed that although the Kapingamarangi people 
have been using the Bible in the Pohnpeian translation for many years, and are 
therefore also somewhat conditioned to translate Kaun, the Pohnpeian word for 
“Lord,” with Tagi, we felt that in light of the confusion this creates between 
the name of God and one of his titles, this was not a strong enough argument to 
follow that solution. We also looked at some other arguments against the use of 
Tagi for YHWH:

1.	Even if we write Tagi with small capitals, we considered it highly unlikely 
that the readers would notice the difference in printing between “Lord” in 
lower case from “Lord” printed in small capitals.

2.	And if the readers noticed it at all, the people listening would certainly not 
hear the difference.

3.	 In phrases where YHWH and ʾ adonai occur together, we would end up with 
Tagi Tagi, similar to the Dutch translation which has Heere Heere. This 
is not satisfactory in the Kapingamarangi context and we would have to 
resort to some other phrase to solve this. In most English Bibles this has 
been done by translating the phrase ʾadonai YHWH (“the Lord Yahweh”) 
with Sovereign Lord (GNT, NIV), Lord All-Powerful (CEV), or Lord God 
(NRSV). These translations have not only lost the actual name of God, but 
have often introduced an additional component of meaning (sovereign, 
all-powerful) that simply is not present in the original phrase.

4.	 In the Old Testament, the name YHWH is never treated as a common noun 
and so we do not find phrases such as “our YHWH” or “the YHWH of 
Israel.” In other words, as you would expect of a name, it functions as 
a name. By representing the name of God with “the Lord,” we end up 
with such unnatural and illogical sentences as “The Lord is his name.” 
Because “the Lord” has been used for a long time now in English, the word 
“Lord” has become like a name to us. This is not the case with Tagi in the 
Kapingamarangi language. It simply means “lord,” “master,” “chief.”

5.	 In more than eleven percent (786) of the 6,959 occurrences of YHWH, 
we find that the name YHWH is modified by such descriptive phrases 
as “YHWH the God of Israel” and “YHWH our God.” If we asked the 
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question, “Who is YHWH?” the OT will answer: “YHWH is the name of 
the God of Israel.” In this descriptive phrase “God” is the nuclear or central 
component of meaning, while the other, more peripheral, elements of the 
phrase serve to relate YHWH and “God” in a meaningful way to each other. 
Since the nuclear part of this phrase is “God,” it would be both inaccurate 
and misleading to translate this name into a word such as “Lord.” Not 
only would the name itself be lost, but a new meaning with connotations 
of lordship would be introduced.

The other choices open to the Kapingamarangi people: Transliterate or use 
an honorific
In view of the multiple objections against using Tagi (“Lord”), the two remaining 
options open to the Kapingamarangi translation committee were to transliterate 
YHWH or to use the honorific name they have been using for God: Dimaadua.

Some people were in favour of transliterating, while others feared that we 
would be giving in to the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ insistence that we have been 
hiding the name of God. Others felt that it would be disrespectful to use the name 
of God. As one man pointed out, “I don’t use my father’s name either when I 
talk to him.” However, he agreed that if someone would ask him the name of his 
father, he would then answer something like, “His name is John.” Based on this 
hesitancy to use names of respected elders, it was felt that we should limit the use 
of the transliterated name of God. This resulted in following the recommendation 
we had found in the UBS Handbook on Exodus as quoted above:

A further possibility is to combine options a) and d) in order to bring out 
the full meaning of each context. In this way one may transliterate the name 
“Yahweh” (not “Jehovah”) only at those places where the full meaning of 
the text is lost unless the name YHWH is clearly understood as a name rather 
than a title.

Consequently, in the case of Kapingamarangi, we have decided that we will use 
Dimaadua, the honorific name for God, whenever the name is not in focus. This 
is in about eighty-five percent of all occurrences of YHWH in the Old Testament, 
while we use a transliteration of YHWH in the remaining fifteen percent. In the 
examples below the quotations are from the GNT, but I have substituted “Lord” 
with God, the nuclear meaning of YHWH, or with “Yahweh,” to give an idea of 
what the effect of this approach would be on an English translation.

The honorific name for God is used in the majority of cases
God said to Abram, “Leave your country, your relatives, and your father’s 
home, and go to a land that I am going to show you.” (Gen 12.1)
When God saw that Moses was coming closer, he called to him from the 
middle of the bush and said, “Moses! Moses!” (Exod 3.4)

But note how in the following verses the name of God gets into focus in the last 
verse, when God clearly identifies himself as Yahweh:
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Then Moses answered God, “But suppose the Israelites do not believe 
me and will not listen to what I say. What shall I do if they say that you 
did not appear to me?”
So God asked him, “What are you holding?”
“A stick,” he answered.
God said, “Throw it on the ground.” When Moses threw it down, it turned 
into a snake, and he ran away from it. Then God said to Moses, “Bend 
down and pick it up by the tail.” So Moses bent down and caught it, and 
it became a stick again. God said, “Do this to prove to the Israelites that 
Yahweh, the God of their ancestors, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
has appeared to you.” (Exod 4.1-5)

The transliterated name of God is used when it is in focus
God spoke to Moses and said, “I am Yahweh. I appeared to Abraham, to 
Isaac, and to Jacob as Almighty God, but I did not make myself known 
to them by my holy name, Yahweh.” (Exod 6.2, 3)
Sing to God, sing praises to his name;
prepare a way for him who rides on the clouds.
His name is Yahweh—be glad in his presence! (Ps 68.4)
May they know that you alone are Yahweh,
supreme ruler over all the earth. (Ps 83.18)
In this last verse it is particularly misleading to use “the Lord,” since it is 

immediately followed by “the supreme ruler over all the earth,” which seems 
to suggest that the latter phrase is merely a stronger worded restatement of 
“the Lord.” But the main focus of this psalm is the prayer by the psalmist that 
Israel’s enemies will be defeated. By choosing “Yahweh,” which always has as 
its peripheral meaning “the God of Israel,” it becomes clear that we are talking 
here about “the God of Israel” who is the ruler over all the earth.

In the next two verses we have chosen to use both the honorific and the 
transliterated name for God:

God is a warrior;
Yahweh is his name. (Exod 15.3)
God provides the sun for light by day,
the moon and the stars to shine at night.
He stirs up the sea and makes it roar;
his name is Yahweh Almighty. (Jer 31.35)

The transliterated name of God is used when it is joined to ʾelohim or 
ʾadonai

Now the snake was the most cunning animal that Yahweh God had made. 
The snake asked the woman, “Did God really tell you not to eat fruit from 
any tree in the garden?” (Gen 3.1)
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King David said to his son Solomon, “Be confident and determined. Start 
the work and don’t let anything stop you. Yahweh God, whom I serve, will 
be with you. He will not abandon you, but he will stay with you until you 
finish the work to be done on his Temple.” (1 Chr 28.20a)
“Mortal man,” he said, “speak to these leaders and tell them that the Lord 
Yahweh is saying: you have come to ask my will, have you? As surely as I 
am the living God, I will not let you ask me anything. I, the Lord Yahweh, 
have spoken.” (Ezek 20.3)
But my Lord Yahweh, help me as you have promised,
and rescue me because of the goodness of your love. (Ps 109.21)

The transliterated name of God is used when it occurs in phrases such as 
“YHWH the God of Israel”

King Hezekiah took the letter from the messengers and read it. Then 
he went to the Temple, placed the letter there in the presence of God, 
and prayed, “O Yahweh, the God of Israel, enthroned above the winged 
creatures, you alone are God, ruling all the kingdoms of the world. You 
created the earth and the sky.” (2 Kgs 19.14-15)
After Gideon’s death the people of Israel were again unfaithful to God 
and worshipped the Baals. They made Baal-of-the-Covenant their god, 
and no longer served Yahweh their God, who had saved them from all 
their enemies round them. (Judg 8.33-34)
Save us, O Yahweh our God,
and bring us back from among the nations,
so that we may be thankful
and praise your holy name.
Praise Yahweh, the God of Israel;
praise him now and for ever!
Let everyone say, “Amen!” (Ps 106.47-48)

Which transliteration should we choose?
Although scholars consider “Yahweh” to be more accurate than “Jehovah,” the 
Kapingamarangi translation committee was constrained in their decision by 
the use of Jiowa as the name of God in a number of their hymns. By choosing 
Yihowah, we have combined the actual consonants of the Tetragrammaton with 
the vowels of the name used in their hymns. During the review process, we 
observed that not everyone was happy with this choice. There was a feeling that 
maybe we had given in too much to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who are active 
among the Kapingamarangi people. If this proves to be a stumbling block, we 
may well opt for the “Yahweh” rendering instead.

Conclusion
Prior to the translation of the Old Testament into the language of Kapingamarangi, 
there had been considerable debate about the correct representation of the name 
of God. After careful consideration of all the options open to us, we have chosen 
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to use the honorific name Dimaadua whenever the actual name of God is not in 
focus. We have isolated the following three categories when we feel the name 
should be transliterated to faithfully represent its meaning: 1. The name is in 
focus; 2. the name occurs together with ʾadonai or ʾelohim; and 3. the name 
occurs in a phrase such as “YHWH the God of Israel.”
[Editor’s note: The Bible Translator, Practical Papers has published numerous articles 
on this topic. Readers will find much useful material, both theoretical and practical, in BT 
35.2 (April 1984); 35.4 (October 1984); 36.2 (April 1985); 36.4 (October 1985), and 43.4 
(October 1992). The last of these includes the recommendations of a UBS Study Group.]

Carl Gross

Where Was Job Sitting?
The author is a UBS translation consultant based in Caloote, Australia.

Job 2.8 reads:
Then Job took a piece of broken pottery and scraped himself with it as 
he sat among the ashes (NIV).

But other versions render it differently, for example:
Job went and sat by the garbage dump and took a piece of broken pottery 
to scrape his sores (GNT).
Then Job sat on the ash heap to show his sorrow. And while he was 
scraping his sores with a piece of broken pottery, . . . (CEV).
These three examples focus attention on the question in the title. NIV and 

CEV focus on the ashes, but they do not address the question of whether there 
was a large or small amount of them. Secondly, if it was a large heap of ashes, 
was it in the local garbage dump, as GNT suggests, or perhaps in some other 
location? Or should we follow GNT and many of the commentators, ignore the 
“ashes” completely and refer simply to a place where the rubbish and garbage 
of the town were thrown? This is where the ashes from ovens in the town would 
also be thrown.

A related question is why Job was sitting there. Most translations do not 
address this question, but many commentators and CEV say that he was in 
mourning (compare CEV: “to show his sorrow”). Others deny this and claim 
that it was due to the “contagious character of his disease and his loathsome 
appearance” (Gordis, 1978:21). Another question is, when did Job take up his 
position among the ashes—before or after his physical sickness started? It 
is important at least to examine these questions in case they shed light on our 
primary question.

The Hebrew reads as follows:
wayyiqqakh-lo kheres lehitgared bo; wehuʾ yoshev betok-haʾefer
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