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This chapter offers a practitioner’s perspective to the simultaneous interpreting of weekly services 

in a Finnish Pentecostal church, carried out by volunteer church members. It describes how the 

denominational context and its theological traditions affect the social meanings attached to the 

interpreting practice. These meanings are explored through the concepts of the priesthood of all 

believers and personal religious experience: believing that the Holy Spirit empowers every member 

to serve the church motivates interpreters to perform a cognitively taxing activity and leads the 

interpreters to see themselves as ‘servants’ of God, equal to other participants in their ability to 

contribute to corporate worship. What is seen as sacred in this denominational context is the 

collective and individual encounter with God through active participation in the church service. 

Interpreting both enables this encounter for non-Finnish-speaking participants and becomes a site 

for interpreters themselves to encounter God. 

Keywords: simultaneous interpreting, Pentecostalism, priesthood of all believers, religious 

experience 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the experience of church interpreting within Pentecostalism and the 

theological and social meanings giving shape to that experience, where interpreting functions as a 

form of worship. The conviction that the Holy Spirit empowers every believer for service offers a 

key motivation for interpreting and allows the interpreters to see themselves as ‘servants’ of God, 

able to contribute to collective worship. Furthermore, the weight traditionally given to personal 
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religious experience by Pentecostals is reflected in their understanding of the sacred: here, it is seen 

as the collective and individual encounter with God through active participation in the church 

service, both for those who listen to the interpreting and for the interpreters themselves. The chapter 

draws on my eleven-year experience as a volunteer Finnish–English interpreter at two Finnish 

Pentecostal churches and on the doctoral research I completed on the subject (Hokkanen 2016). 

A simultaneous interpreter working in a Pentecostal church listens to the ongoing 

service in one language and interprets it into another, more or less at the same time. To this end, 

interpreters often use technical solutions that allow them to avoid disturbing the other listeners: they 

may sit in a booth or a remote corner, speaking into a microphone. Their listeners sit among the 

congregants, listening to the interpreting through headphones. While the concurrent processing of 

two languages—listening to one language, producing another, and monitoring one’s output—is a 

complex and often taxing cognitive activity, the people carrying out simultaneous interpreting in 

Pentecostal churches are usually volunteer churchgoers without professional training or other 

interpreting experience. Nevertheless, their efforts are seen as valuable service to God, to the 

church, and to their listeners, who are usually recent migrants, exchange students, or other 

international visitors. Within the Pentecostal belief system, this service entails the notion of helping 

people encounter God by making the linguistic content of the service accessible, with the premise 

that the content itself originates from the Holy Spirit. 

Interpreting in religious settings (see also Chapter 9 on ‘Interpreting and Religion’ in 

this volume) has been studied previously both in Translation Studies and in other fields such as 

sociology. Much of this research has concentrated on sermon interpreting and on Christian settings. 

However, an early contribution is Francine Kaufmann’s study (2005) of interpreters in ancient 

Judaism, around 500 BCE. The synagogal interpreters studied by Kaufmann gave an oral translation 

of the public reading of the Hebraic Bible. Their role was to mediate between the sacred written 
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word and the profane and flexible spoken language of the congregation (ibid.: 984). Interpreting has 

likely been carried out in many other religious contexts throughout history as well, although few 

studies have been dedicated to the topic. This apparent gap in the literature is understandable since, 

unlike written translations, oral interpreting is fleeting. Individuals functioning as interpreters may 

also have had other, perhaps more prominent roles that may have eclipsed their role as interpreters 

in historical records (Delisle & Woodsworth 2012: Ch. 9). Therefore, much of the current research 

focuses on contemporary practices. These studies have analysed issues such as the interpreter’s role 

as a ‘co-performer’ working in concert with the preacher (Vigouroux 2010; Karlik 2010; Downie 

2015) and as a spiritual conduit whose commitment to God is seen to supersede commitment to 

professional interpreting norms (Friedner 2018; Kotzé 2018; Balcı Tison 2016) or even to linguistic 

accuracy (Vigouroux 2010).   

In what follows, I return to the interpreter’s role as a spiritual mediator and active 

participant in the interpreted event. Section 2 introduces the denominational context of my study, 

Pentecostalism, and discusses some of its historical and cultural aspects influencing the interpreting 

practices therein. Section 3 describes simultaneous interpreting at the Pentecostal Church of 

Seinäjoki, Finland, through a narrative that is based on my personal interpreting experience and 

fieldwork. The chapter then further examines the points raised by the narrative from a theoretical 

perspective through an explanation of two theological concepts (priesthood of all believers and 

religious experience) in section 4. The chapter concludes with suggested avenues for further 

research both in Interpreting Studies and in Religious Studies. 

This chapter offers a practitioner–researcher’s view to church interpreting, but it is not 

the only or in any way privileged ‘insider’ understanding of the phenomenon. One reason for this 

has to do with time. At the time of writing this chapter, a layer of life has accumulated on top of the 

experience that the chapter draws on. Although I had recourse to my fieldnotes and other research 
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materials from my study, I discontinued actual interpreting practice some three years prior to 

writing the present chapter due to various practical, personal, and institutional reasons. The 

understanding of church interpreting given here is, then, inescapably time bound.  

A second reason for treating the present chapter as one of many possible practitioner 

views instead of any ultimate ‘insider’ knowledge has to do with the complexities in the concept of 

an ‘insider’ view itself. Indeed, the concepts of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ fail to capture the wide 

range of different positions that researchers studying faith communities may have (Knott 2010). 

Official membership alone does not account for variations in identification with and participation in 

a community; for the ways in which our religious or spiritual selves interact with our other social 

selves; or, for the various practical and epistemological choices available to researchers (ibid.; 

Ganiel & Mitchell 2006). My perspective, in other words, is not an unadulterated ‘view from the 

inside.’ That being said, the understanding of church interpreting provided here is nevertheless 

based on past lived experience and its ethnographic analysis.  

Denominational context: Pentecostalism  

Simultaneous interpreting in Finnish Pentecostalism is in many ways shaped by the surrounding 

denominational and social contexts. Some aspects of these contexts may be shared by other 

Christian environments where interpreting is practiced, while others may be more local. To enable 

comparisons between interpreting practices in different religious environments, this section explains 

the historical developments and the ecclesiological practices within Pentecostalism that are relevant 

for simultaneous interpreting therein.  

The origins of Pentecostalism are usually traced to the United States and the early 20th 

century, from where it quickly spread to other parts of the world (Anderson 2007). It began as a 

movement among Christians who believed that the tangible work of the Holy Spirit was not only a 
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historical phenomenon, recorded in biblical descriptions of the early church, but also a 

contemporary and necessary part of the lives of individual Christians (Ruohomäki 2014). This work 

of the Holy Spirit was reported to include phenomena such as ‘speaking in tongues,’ (also known as 

glossolalia) healing the sick, or receiving direct revelations from God. An emphasis on these 

spiritual gifts or graces (Greek, charismata) is a defining feature of not only Pentecostalism but also 

of the wider Charismatic movement, which includes renewal groups within other denominations 

(e.g., Anglican, Catholic, or Orthodox churches) and independent, post-denominational, or 

indigenous Charismatic churches (Kalu 2010: 185–6). 

From early on, Pentecostalism was characterised by a level of equality between ethnic 

groups that was not common in other Christian settings of the time and by a lack of clear hierarchies 

between clergy and laity. The Azusa Street revival in Los Angeles, California, which began in 1906 

and is often mentioned as one birthplace of Pentecostalism, was led by William Seymore, a son of 

former slaves (Anderson 2007: 9). The Azusa Street gatherings attracted people from different 

ethnic backgrounds, and such racial integration was rare at the time (ibid.). Early Pentecostalism 

also lacked a strong demarcation between lay believers and clergy, which has remained a key 

undercurrent in the Pentecostal movement to this day, visible in phenomena such as the belief that 

the Holy Spirit may work through any believer regardless of official standing in the church 

organisation or hierarchy (Miller 2013: 8; see section 4 below). 

Today, the term Pentecostalism can refer both to distinct Protestant denominations 

(e.g., the ‘Assemblies of God’) and to a wider movement within established denominations or 

independent churches where individual Christians identify as Pentecostals or Charismatics (Pew 

Research Centre 2006; 2014). Indeed, it has often proved difficult to distinguish between 

Charismatic Christianity and Pentecostalism, which is why estimates of the number of Christians 

representing different denominations often conflate Pentecostals and Charismatics into one category 
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and why such estimates may have great variation (e.g., Centre for the Study of Global Christianity 

2019). A recent study on the global status of Christianity places Pentecostals and Charismatics as 

the second-largest Christian group after Catholicism; with almost 694 million adherents, 

Pentecostals and Charismatics represent over one-quarter (27.4%) of all Christians worldwide 

(ibid.), and the movement is often recognised as the fastest growing strand of Christianity (Miller 

2013: 9). Pentecostalism is more widespread in the southern hemisphere than in the North (ibid.)—

for example, a survey carried out in mid-2010s found that in Latin America, eight of ten Protestants 

were either members of Pentecostal denominations or identified as Pentecostals otherwise, whereas 

the number in the US was 18% (Pew Research Centre 2014).  

Globally, then, Pentecostalism is a prominent strand of Christianity, but its status in 

Finland could be described as marginal. The movement arrived in Finland within a few years after 

the Azusa Street revival, and as early as 1907 the first contacts were established between Finnish 

Christians and Norwegian believers having returned from the revivals in the US (Holm 2015; 

Ruohomäki 2014: 49). The first Finnish Pentecostal church was founded in Helsinki in 1914 

(Suomen helluntaikirkko, n.d.). A hundred years later, in 2014, there were 240 Finnish Pentecostal 

churches with a total membership of approximately 46,000 (Seurakuntaopas 2015: 33), representing 

only 0.8% of all religiously affiliated Finns that year (Statistics Finland 2019). However, these 

numbers only include registered members in the Pentecostal denomination, not those identifying as 

Pentecostals or Charismatics in other denominations or independent churches. The number of 

members in Pentecostal churches in Finland has remained steady for the past two decades with only 

minor fluctuations (Seurakuntaopas 2015: 33), which does not reflect the rapid growth of the 

movement observed globally (e.g., Miller 2013).  

This chapter focuses on interpreting in Pentecostal churches in Finland, but 

simultaneous interpreting is most likely carried out in many other denominations in the country as 
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well. The extent of interpreting practices in Finnish denominations has not been researched at depth, 

but two MA theses suggest that interpreting is also carried out at least in the Orthodox and 

Evangelical-Lutheran churches and other Protestant denominations and movements (Pyylampi 

2015; Pynnönen 2013). 

Despite the differences in expansion rates, Finnish Pentecostalism shares key features 

with the global movement, such as core teachings and religious practices. The centrality of a post-

conversion experience (‘being filled with the Spirit’) is emphasised as much in Finland as it is 

among Pentecostals elsewhere, even though few Finnish Pentecostals equate this experience with 

speaking in tongues, exclusively. Furthermore, while most churches continue the occasional use of 

hymn books (cf. Miller 2013), many churches have also adopted contemporary music styles, 

including bands with electric guitars, drums, and other instruments less often connected with more 

traditional churches. Much of the music is translated from major international, mainly English-

speaking, worship music productions, such as Hillsong or Bethel Music (cf. Evans 2015), and many 

church members also compose their own music, which, again, reflects Pentecostals’ understanding 

that God may enable any believer to contribute to church life in meaningful ways. Finnish 

Pentecostals often participate in collective worship by standing up, clapping their hands, or, 

somewhat more rarely, dancing, but the joyous exuberance often described in connection to 

Pentecostalism in other parts of the world (e.g., Miller 2013) is rare among Finns, perhaps reflecting 

their more reserved social customs. Similarly, sermons are only rarely interspersed with 

spontaneous shouts of ‘Amen!’ or ‘Hallelujah!’ from the congregants, although occasionally a 

speaker may explicitly encourage such interaction. 

Pentecostalism is thus both a global and a local movement (Casanova 2001), which is 

reflected in the simultaneous interpreting practices among Finnish Pentecostals. They tend to 

maintain international ties by hosting visiting preachers and other international guests and to 
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endorse many cultural products (e.g., literature and music) circulating among Charismatic 

Christians globally. Thus, while local practices such as preaching styles may differ from those in 

other parts of the world, they too are often recognisable to Finnish Pentecostals. However, 

interpreters rarely divert from the style of preaching used by the Finnish speakers they interpret. 

Furthermore, because these interpreters usually speak English as a second language and interpret for 

a multicultural audience who are only rarely native English speakers, they do not necessarily aim to 

mimic any specific English variant in terms of the preacher’s use of voice or rhetorical devices. 

Rather, they will likely draw on any available linguistic resource they have accumulated in order to 

achieve their main objective, which is spiritual rather than linguistic and dependent on their 

‘surrender’ to the active guidance of the Holy Spirit rather than on any explicit cultural or linguistic 

analysis. As explained by Friedner (2018: 667) in connection to signed language interpreting in 

evangelical churches in the US, “[i]nterpreting is an interworldly and intersubjective process that 

involves connecting to, and connecting others with, God.” 

Interpreting a Pentecostal service: A practitioner’s perspective 

It is Wednesday. I arrive at church twenty minutes before the service starts, at 6:40 p.m., and find 

my way through the greetings of friends and acquaintances in the vestibule to the interpreting booth 

in the left back corner of the main auditorium. Directly in front of the window is the last pew on this 

side of the auditorium, and I greet the three Romani women sitting there, in their usual place. I sit 

down in the ordinary office chair reserved for the interpreter and adjust the microphone on its stand 

on the table.  

I tend to think that I have a very practical relationship with the technology in the 

booth, and the booth itself, but the equipment and the space also carry a spiritual meaning that I 

rarely pay attention to (see McDannel 1995: 4). I am used to interpreting booths as working 

spaces—I teach interpreting at the university and I have worked professionally as a freelance 
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interpreter—but the booth in church is not only a place of work for me. It is also a place of solitude 

in the middle of the congregation, a quiet place where just God and I are present. In that sense, it 

represents my prayer life: there, it is easy for me to find a sense of personal contact with the divine 

even when surrounded by other people.  

The booth and the technology also reflect and reinforce a certain sense of ambivalence 

that permeates my spiritual life. From the booth, I can see the church auditorium, the cross at the 

back wall, the stage, and everyone there, but I am not in the room with them. I hear the speakers’ 

voices through my headphones, but I cannot talk to them. My listeners can hear my voice through 

their headphones, but it is a disembodied voice: they cannot see me, and I can only see the back of 

their heads. I am here for these people, to help them participate in a holy moment together with the 

rest of us, but we are not in the room together. The same kind of ambivalent presence—

experientially, almost palpably there but still beyond the reach of physical touch—is how I often 

experience God. I feel that He speaks to my spirit through inner thoughts or impressions but never 

in audible words, unless through the audible words of, say, a fellow Christian. So, much like my 

listeners hear a voice in their ears and connect that voice and its message to someone else (the 

preacher), I too often hear God through other people.  

In addition to the microphone and headphones, another piece of technology that I rely 

on while interpreting in church is my smartphone, which I place on the table next to the 

microphone. We have a few different print Bibles in the booth for interpreters, but I rarely use them. 

I prefer the Bible app on my phone because it is faster. Often speakers announce a passage and read 

it from their notes without a breath in between, which means that there is no time for flipping pages. 

Sometimes, although rarely, preachers provide a list of the passages they intend to use before the 

service, which helps a great deal. Whenever I can, I try to find and read direct quotes from the Bible 
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app in the middle of the interpreting, but it is not always possible; some speakers quote from 

memory or otherwise fail to mention the passage they are quoting.  

At times, then, my only option is to paraphrase the Bible quotes, and I always do it 

with slight trepidation, because I realise that I can only capture parts of the original with my ad-hoc 

translation. I know what a massive undertaking Bible translation usually is: large committees and 

years of concentrated work. I doubt I have enough knowledge of the Bible to capture everything 

perfectly—even though as a Translation Studies scholar I know the impossibility of capturing 

everything perfectly in translation, let alone simultaneous interpreting, which is oral and much more 

time bound. But a notion of the holiness of the written Word is steeped in me and I can only confess 

my inadequacy before it. 

Having said that, I have two strategies to help me overcome the problems with 

translating the Bible on the fly. One of them is spiritual and the other is more practical. First, I 

always pray before interpreting at church that the Holy Spirit would guide me in every part of the 

task, also with Bible quotes. I believe that He is the one who helped author the book, gave the 

reference to the speaker for this specific day, and breathed life into the quote for this specific 

audience. I believe that when I surrender to His guidance in my interpreting, He can also guide my 

understanding so that I can retain the most relevant aspects of the passage. Second, my more 

practical strategy is to spend time in my devotional life reading the Bible also in English, not only 

in my native language, Finnish. I actively memorise verses only rarely, but I think that reading 

different English translations of the Bible helps me identify and remember the vocabulary I need for 

interpreting at least some of the references. I try to subject myself to a range of English Bible 

vocabulary so that the Holy Spirit would be able to activate the words needed for each situation and 

for each audience. Since my listeners may come from anywhere in the world and since I cannot 
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know which English translation of the Bible they are most familiar with, this is another aspect of 

interpreting that I can only leave to the hands of God, who I believe knows all this. 

It is odd, I think as I leave the Bible app ready in the search mode, that despite the 

responsibility of translating God’s words into another language, I never feel stressed about 

interpreting at church. My day job as a researcher and teacher of translation and interpreting has 

made me well aware of everything that could go wrong and that I could do better as an interpreter. 

But, for me, interpreting in church is different from any other type of interpreting. I feel like I was 

specifically designed to do this. I believe that whatever natural abilities I have and whatever skills I 

have acquired in my work were given to me for this purpose. It is part of God’s plan. And that gives 

me peace. I know that my fellow interpreters in church do not have this background in professional 

interpreting, but they all have their own journeys that have given them the skills they need—

through mission work abroad, being an English teacher, or having an English-speaking spouse—

and they all have been purposefully led here, to the interpreting booth, by God. 

The service is starting, and the door of the booth is opened by a Finnish couple with 

an Asian exchange student. I greet them and give the girl a set of headphones. She tells me that she 

has used them before, so I do not need to explain how they are operated: where to adjust the volume 

or where to sit in the auditorium to make sure the signal remains undisturbed. They make their way 

to the pews and I take note of where the girl sits so that I can see when she takes her headphones 

off. I have learned to take every opportunity to save my energy, because I interpret the entire 

service alone and it could last up to two hours. So, I mute my microphone and stop interpreting 

whenever my listeners remove their headphones, often during songs. In professional settings, 

simultaneous interpreters usually work in teams of two, switching turns every twenty minutes, 

because otherwise their cognitive capacity might be overloaded and the quality of the interpreting 
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might suffer. We do not work in teams in church because there are not enough volunteers. Instead, I 

will have to make sure I am able to interpret the sermon, too, towards the end of the service. 

The service begins with a greeting from the host of the meeting, a church elder, and I 

notice my only listener putting on her headphones immediately, so I start to interpret. From this I 

assume she has not been in Finland for very long. Many of our usual listeners have lived here for 

several years and are learning the language. They often only listen to the interpreting during the 

sermon but are able to follow the rest of the service in Finnish. Very few of our listeners are native 

English speakers, which I always try to remember. I often use higher registers and complex 

vocabulary in English in my day job, but that would be out of place here—not only because many 

of my listeners are non-native-English speakers and do not have a higher education, but also 

because the original Finnish is rarely in a high register. Apart from one or two very senior 

preachers, most speakers at our church use colloquial Finnish even in their sermons. 

The host I am interpreting now ends his greeting in a short prayer asking for the 

presence of the Holy Spirit to come over us this evening. Even the prayer is in somewhat colloquial 

Finnish, but there is a slight change in register, nonetheless. Our church, as Pentecostals elsewhere, 

sees prayer as a spontaneous and intimate form of communication, and prayers are never read from 

a written text. Writing something down in advance would amount to not being open to the moment-

by-moment guidance of the Holy Spirit. Any number of church members may be asked to lead the 

congregation in prayer during a service. Some use traditional and obscure biblical or religious 

imagery in their prayers, terms such as ‘the path of kneeling’ (in Finnish, polvitie, literally ‘knee 

road’) signalling a faithful prayer life. Others intersperse short, simple requests such as ‘help us, 

Jesus’ or ‘come, Holy Spirit’ with mantra-like repetitions of ‘Jesus’ or ‘Lord.’ When I interpret 

such prayers, I sometimes tone down the repetitiveness—not because I would see the repetition of 

our Lord’s name as devoid of any function (cf. Coleman 2011), but because I fear that it might 
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increase the cognitive strain of my listeners. It is usually more tiring to listen to simultaneous 

interpreting through headphones than regular speech; you cannot see the person whose voice you 

are listening to and you have to match that disembodied voice to the body language and tone of 

voice of other people—who are speaking in a foreign language. In our church, not all prayers sound 

fervent or are delivered with loud volume and animated gestures as is often the case in Pentecostal 

and Charismatic circles the world over, but some prayers are. The prayer I am interpreting now is 

not, which reflects the speaker’s mild character and soft, smiling voice. 

After the prayer the worship team takes the stage, and a few words from the worship 

leader, a beaming woman in her twenties, encourages most of the congregation to stand up and join 

in the worship. The first song is up-beat, and it begins with drums, guitars, bass, and piano in full 

force. Through the reverberations of the music, I hear a knock on the booth door. A familiar man, 

originally from Nigeria, pops in to pick up two sets of headphones and nods a quiet greeting. He 

knows how things work and that I can only smile and nod back at him, unable to talk, because now 

the singers join in the song and I have to interpret the lyrics. I know the song by heart, so I do not 

need to concentrate on understanding the words or pay attention to the wall where they are 

projected. I tend to interpret songs phrase-by-phrase. Because the original lyrics take a much longer 

time when sung than when spoken, there are long breaks in my interpreting. 

My practice of interpreting songs in church is highly influenced by how I understand 

the function of worship music and communal singing. I try to translate the Finnish lyrics as close to 

the original as possible while also trying to convey the communicative intent of the original (cf. 

Low 2017). This is because I believe that the most important function of communal singing at 

church is to allow everyone to join in a single prayer carried by the music we make together (see 

e.g., Adnams 2013). When my listeners hear a translation of the words they see on the wall and hear 

the others singing, they can understand the content but will, hopefully, also be able to join in the 
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singing. Some of the music in my church is translated from English, for example, from Hillsong 

productions, and might be familiar to my listeners in English (or another language), but I still 

interpret the Finnish lyrics, because they are not always identical with the original lyrics. I only 

depart from this relatively source-oriented translation strategy when there is excessive repetition in 

the lyrics. Then, I only repeat the translation once or twice, so that the listeners know what the 

phrase means, but can then continue to focus on the music, not my voice-over. After all, it might be 

more helpful for listeners to match the content of each phrase to its musical aspects than to hear a 

summary of the main content or an asynchronous rendering disconnected from the music. 

A young Russian family picks up three headphones just as the sermon is about to 

begin, and tonight it is given by one of our younger pastors. He is close to my age, and I find his 

preaching style easy to interpret. He always ties his message to everyday life and may recount 

funny stories involving his small kids and family, which adds to the relatability of his messages and 

makes biblical principles easier to understand and apply. Today his sermon is about the love of 

God. He usually preaches with a list of key words and quotes from the Bible, but the actual delivery 

is spontaneous. He is not one to shout and stomp and spur the congregation to yell ‘Amen!’ back at 

him, as is common among many Pentecostal preachers across the world, but he is far from being 

monotone.  

I try to follow the preacher’s tone of voice in my interpreting—to sound a little 

frustrated when I interpret his question of why we are so petty towards our fellow believers 

sometimes, to sound awestruck when I interpret his description of the love that Jesus expressed on 

the cross, to sound passionate when interpreting his closing prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to 

rekindle the fire in our hearts so that we would have compassion for the suffering world. It is not 

difficult. The emotions in his sermon become my own when I interpret him, and despite the fatigue 
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that always creeps in about 20 minutes into the sermon, I lose track of time and feel that I am part of 

something greater, part of the work that the Holy Spirit is doing tonight among the children of God. 

The service comes to an end. The worship team plays a few more songs, and part of 

the congregation stays to worship a while longer, and the counsellors meet those who need prayer at 

the altar. I take a deep breath in the booth. I feel tired but uplifted. My listeners return their 

headphones to me and we exchange smiles and thanks. I rarely get feedback on my interpreting, but 

I try to evaluate the expressions of my listeners. If I can see any hint of them having been touched 

by the Holy Spirit, in a knowing smile or the glint of an eye, I feel my efforts have been 

worthwhile. And I know this is not about me, anyway. Whatever God wants to do in the lives of 

these brothers and sisters is up to Him; all I can do is offer what meagre talents I have, pray that His 

will be done, and trust Him for the rest.   

Theoretical discussion: Two theological concepts 

As illustrated by the preceding narrative, the practice of church interpreting is closely intertwined 

with the interpreter’s personal spiritual life and questions of affect. These topics are further 

examined in relation to the concept of personal religious experience below. First, however, I focus 

on the theological concept of the priesthood of all believers, which underlies much of the rationale 

of the interpreting practice described in this chapter.  

Priesthood of All Believers 

The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers was formulated during the Reformation, even though 

it drew on the theological thinking of the time and of the early church (Kärkkäinen 1999: 145; 

Greggs 2015). The doctrine refers to the belief that all believers are equipped by God to serve one 

another as joint members of the Body of Christ. Each believer, whether ordained or non-ordained, is 

seen as having equal access to God and being called to contribute to the collective well-being of the 
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church and of the world (Kärkkäinen 1999; Nel 2016; Miller & Yamamori 2007). The ability of 

each member to contribute is based on the notion of empowerment through the Holy Spirit; it is 

believed that He grants each individual a set of spiritual gifts, or charismata, which allow them to 

“contribute to all facets of worship” (Nel 2016: 3), including sermons, intercession, singing, or any 

other aspect of church life, rendering the distinction between those who serve and those who are 

served “unacceptable” (Kärkkäinen 1999: 151). Instead, the doctrine holds that each member is in 

the priestly position to serve and to mediate between God and their faith community (Greggs 2015). 

Indeed, mediation is a key element in the concept of priesthood, and it also underlies the service 

rendered by church interpreters: they mediate between the original speakers (believed to have 

received their messages from God) and their listeners, and ultimately between God and their 

listeners. 

Even though the priesthood of all believers has been described as a “(reputedly) most 

Protestant of doctrines” (Greggs 2015: 376), it is recognised in the theological discussions of other 

strands of Christianity, as well, including Catholicism. For instance, the Second Ecumenical 

Council of the Vatican, held in the 1960s, acknowledged the importance of both “the common 

priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood,” even though it stated that 

the two are interrelated but nevertheless different “in essence and not only in degree” (Lumen 

Gentium §10). As argued by theologian Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen (1999: 148), this continued 

insistence on an essential difference retains much of the distinction between the ordained and the 

non-ordained in Catholicism: “It supports the view of the church as a hierarchical, non-egalitarian 

society. It hinders the majority of the church from taking an active, constitutive role in the life of the 

church.”  

Despite the egalitarian ethos inherent in the priesthood of all believers, Catholicism is 

not the only Christian denomination that simultaneously embraces the doctrine and continues to 



17 

 

have clergy, preachers, or evangelists who are ascribed more power, honour, and status than the 

average layperson. In many Pentecostal and other churches emphasising the autonomy of each local 

church, the opportunities of each member—regardless of hierarchical status, educational 

background, ethnicity, or gender—to participate in all facets of ministry have tended to be more 

extensive than in many others (Kärkkäinen 1999: 150). Nevertheless, even Pentecostals’ emphasis 

on the priesthood of all believers does not exclude a division of labour or a difference in status 

between leadership and the rest of the church. Some churches have charismatic or even 

authoritarian leaders, and key ceremonies such as marriages, baptisms, and funerals tend to be 

performed by certain individuals and not others. In Finnish Pentecostalism, these individuals may 

include not only paid leadership (e.g., pastors and deacons) but also evangelists and church elders 

who have an official position in the church organisation. 

In theological discussions, charismata, or the gifts bestowed upon each believer by the 

Holy Spirit for priestly service, are understood in at least two ways. Sometimes the term refers 

mainly to spiritual gifts such as speaking in tongues or divine healing; at other times, the term is 

used in a wider sense to also encompass any skills, abilities, or knowledge that believers need to 

fulfil the task to which God has called them (Livingstone 2013; Lumen Gentium §12; Miller & 

Yamamori 2007; see also Hokkanen 2016). This latter sense is evoked in Miller and Yamamori’s 

(2007: 189-90) description of how the ministry of certain rapidly growing Pentecostal churches in 

the developing world have been organised: 

The more vibrant the church, the more likely it is that everyone has some job or role. 

Thus, some are ushering, others are controlling the sound system, while others are 

singing in one of the church’s choirs, or else they are running the church’s various 

social ministries, visiting the sick, educating children, cleaning the church, gardening, 

among other activities. 



18 

 

One might add simultaneous interpreting to this list, with the implication that the skills that 

interpreters need for the job to which they are called are also provided by God (Hokkanen 2016). 

Furthermore, when the work of the church is conceptualised as individual tasks for which God has 

assigned certain members and provided the necessary gifts, it has likely influenced the practice of 

many churches to recruit volunteer interpreters instead of professionals. For churches holding this 

belief, there is little difference between having volunteer believers perform simultaneous 

interpreting and having other volunteers sing in worship teams or teach in Sunday school, 

irrespective of any ‘earthly’ education or qualification in that field. Rather, the spiritual aspects of 

the service rendered by volunteer believers are given more weight. If a volunteer also has formal 

education or professional expertise, it is usually valued, but it rarely affects the assignment of tasks 

in the church—at least not in the case of Finnish Pentecostalism and simultaneous interpreting, as 

far as I am aware.  

Personal Religious Experience 

A defining characteristic of the Pentecostal movement globally and throughout history has been the 

central role given to personal religious experience (Miller 2013; Cross 2009). Religious experience 

could be defined as an encounter, a sense of contact, between a person and God, defined as such by 

the person in question (Stark & Glock 1968: 126). According to a Pentecostal understanding of 

religious experience, this encounter is enabled by the Holy Spirit (Cross 2009: 31), whose presence 

in believers’ daily lives is taken as a defining feature of Christian life (Nel 2016: 2). The actual 

manifestations of such encounters could be manifold. They may range from the phenomena 

traditionally connected to Pentecostals, such as ‘speaking in tongues’ or being ‘slain in the Spirit,’ 

to emotional experiences, such as being filled by God to overflowing (Cross 2009: 19) or having a 

sense of peace despite difficult circumstances. They may also include more mundane occurrences 

that are attributed to the workings of God, such as finding a parking space or employment (Nelson 

2005: 194-5). 
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Personal religious experience is also an important aspect of volunteerism in religious 

contexts, because personal involvement and the religious emotions connected to a serving activity 

may render it more meaningful in a variety of ways (Unruh & Sider 2005; see also Hokkanen 

2016). First, many Christians believe that by helping others they can experience God’s presence in a 

unique way, for example, by “encounter[ing] Christ in the poor” or by becoming more Christ-like 

(Unruh & Sider 2005: 76), thus making altruistic deeds integral to their own spiritual development. 

Second, practical activity may provide believers with a way to express abstract beliefs in a concrete 

way (ibid.). For example, helping others without expecting compensation, Christians may express 

their faith in Jesus, who gave His life for others. Third, volunteerism may be a way for believers to 

express gratitude towards God for the material or spiritual good they have received (ibid.). Finally, 

acts of service may have personal religious meaning for believers in relation to biblical promises of 

eternal rewards (ibid. 77).  

The weight given to personal religious experience means that interpreters within 

Pentecostalism are not expected to ‘turn off’ their spirituality when interpreting (Hokkanen 2016). 

This stands in clear contrast to many professional interpreting practices, where an ideal of non-

participation or at least non-partisanship is usually evoked (see also Kotzé 2018). Pentecostal 

interpreters base their volunteer efforts on a personal relationship with God (Hokkanen 2012; 

Friedner 2018; Balcı Tison 2016), and this relationship supersedes all other allegiances, especially 

to professional codes of conduct that are only marginally relevant to volunteer practices to begin 

with. Due to the role of personal religious experience within Pentecostalism, church interpreters 

may have a variety of subjective experiences during and through their interpreting: they may cry 

when the interpreted sermon seems to speak to their personal lives, they may participate in the 

prayers they interpret, they may feel joy or peace in the presence of the Holy Spirit while serving 

their listeners and the church. 
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Personal religious experience in church interpreting thus also highlights emotions and 

affect, which further distinguishes the practice from more professional fields of interpreting. As 

argued by Kaisa Koskinen (2020), any translation or interpreting practice is intertwined with 

questions of affect. Interpreters working in the public services, for example, construct their 

professionality through performances of neutrality. Neutrality, Koskinen maintains, is not a natural 

state resulting from “not choosing sides,” but it requires “active affective labours of controlling 

one’s behaviour” (ibid. 103). Interpreters in Finnish Pentecostalism arguably also engage in 

affective labour, but of a different kind. Professional interpreters are expected to carefully screen 

out potential bodily, linguistic, or paralinguistic cues of having been affected by or agreeing or 

disagreeing with interpreted messages. In contrast, I would argue, church interpreters’ affective 

labour consists of endorsing or embracing (if not actively producing) personal emotional responses 

to the messages they interpret and to the unfolding service. Thus, as Koskinen (ibid.) argues, 

interpreters adjust to the “structures of feeling” present in the social context—to the typical ways of 

what it ‘feels like’ to be in a cultural or professional environment.  

For Finnish Pentecostals, this adjustment to the ‘structures of feeling’ prevalent in the 

social context means endorsing open displays of emotion, because they are taken as signs that the 

Holy Spirit has touched an individual. Pentecostal devotional practices, as argued by Gretchen Pfeil 

(2011: 279) in the US context, centre on a sense of the here-and-now “through the performance and 

valorization of ‘spontaneous’ and highly affectively marked forms of practice, including speech,” 

even “to the point of a seeming loss of bodily control.” As an example from the Finnish context, I 

have witnessed a consecutive sermon interpreter burst into tears in the middle of interpreting, 

bringing the sermon to a halt for several minutes. Instead of the preacher or the church authorities 

taking offense or moving to rectify the situation, the preacher laid his hand on the interpreter and 

blessed him, praying quietly. The interruption caused by the interpreter’s strong display of emotion 

was constructed as a ‘holy moment,’ not as a collapse of communication. 
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Indeed, religious experientiality may be used as a criterion for determining the 

potential success of interpreting efforts within Pentecostalism (see also Pfeil 2011) instead of 

linguistic criteria. Many volunteer interpreters in Pentecostal churches are aware that the linguistic 

quality of their work does not necessarily match that of professionals. Although a professionally 

trained interpreter, I am also keenly aware that my interpreting output at church does not always 

reach professional standards due to fatigue; working for nearly two hours without a break easily 

leads to small errors and omissions. Nevertheless, imperfections in the linguistic output, in the 

Pentecostal context, are secondary if the interpreters have reason to believe that their interpreting 

has helped someone else encounter God in the service. 

Interpreting not only enables others to experience a religious encounter, but it may 

also constitute a religious experience for the interpreters themselves (Hokkanen 2016). The act of 

service, the heightened need to be personally (spiritually, affectively) engaged with the interpreted 

messages, and the explicit petition and implicit expectation that the Holy Spirit be with the 

interpreter and empower them for service may all contribute to the interpreting practice being 

constituted as a meaningful part of interpreters’ personal spiritual life and as an encounter with God. 

Conclusions 

Pentecostal church life is centred on an expectation of religious experiences as well as on a belief 

that every member of the faith community is empowered by God to contribute to the life of the 

church. The ability of each member to contribute may be explained theologically with the 

priesthood of all believers. This concept also affects the way simultaneous interpreting is 

understood within Pentecostalism: interpreters serve their fellow Christians who cannot participate 

in the service in the source language. Interpreters are believed to have been ‘called’ and empowered 

by God to serve in their position. Furthermore, while the observable quality of the interpreting 

might not meet professional standards, the success of the interpreting is not measured mainly by 



22 

 

linguistic but rather by spiritual criteria. In the Pentecostal context, these are often defined in terms 

of emotional responses, both in the listeners of the interpreting and in the interpreters themselves. 

Church interpreters’ personal and highly affective involvement in the interpreting 

practice stands in stark contrast with most professional interpreting contexts, which brings new light 

to many issues that have traditionally occupied scholars in Interpreting Studies: What does it look 

like when interpreters engage in their practice not only with their professional selves but also with 

their personal, spiritual selves? What criteria other than neutrality are used to determine successful 

interpreting? This chapter has aimed at providing one perspective into the complex interplay 

between religious beliefs and practices, social understandings, and personal experiences that come 

to bear on interpreting in a religious environment. 

Much remains to be researched in this area, however, and not least in the field of 

Religious Studies, where interpreting as a practice distinct from written translation is not always 

acknowledged. The two nevertheless function under very different constrains. Interpreters must pay 

attention to a multitude of situational factors in addition to the semantic content of the original 

speech. They monitor individual speakers’ output (content, register, intertextual references, body 

language, etc.) and their listeners’ ability to participate in worship, and they adjust to the 

communicative repertoires of their religious community. This chapter has focused on the 

interpreter, but it would be important to research the effects of this multilingual communication on 

the social inclusion of the listeners of interpreting, many of whom are migrants. Taking interpreting 

practices into analytical focus may provide fruitful insights on multi-ethnic religious communities 

and the ways in which interpreting may support or potentially hinder their participation in religious 

life. 
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Further reading 

Hild, A. 2015. ‘Religious settings.’ In Routledge Encyclopedia of Interpreting Studies, edited by F. 

Pöchhacker, 344-345. New York: Routledge. 

A concise introduction to key areas of research in interpreting in religious settings. 

 

Tipton, R. & Furmanek, O. 2016. ‘Chapter 7: Faith-related interpreting.’ In Dialogue interpreting: 

A guide to interpreting in public services and the community, 232-268. London & New 

York: Routledge. 

Both research- and practice-oriented discussion of interpreting in religious settings. Includes 

illustrative examples and activities aimed at fostering interpreters’ professional 

development. 
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