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MAN OF INTELLECT

A 16-time nominee for the Nobel Peace prize and the author of more than 20 books and 200 articles, Dr. Kenneth L. Pike was not only extremely well-educated, but was also a prolific writer, particularly on the topic of linguistics. Yet surprisingly, writing did not come easily to him in school.

“The truth is that in college I had enormous problems with writing,” Pike once said in an interview. “I used to sweat from the pressure of having to write papers. It didn’t matter if I was sitting there with the window open and only wearing shorts.”

GOD’S DIRECTION

In spite of the difficulties he faced with writing, Pike loved to read. It was in college while reading the biography of Hudson Taylor that Pike gained inspiration to serve God as a missionary.

With missions in mind, Ken and his wife, Evelyn, attended Wycliffe founder Cameron Townsend’s second linguistics course in 1935. Not long after, Townsend asked Pike to write a book on the topic.

“I thought the idea was absurd,” Pike said. “I had only studied phonetics ten days…. How could I write a book? But I drafted a few pages anyway before heading down to Mexico to get on with translating the Bible for the Mixtec people.”

INTERVENTION

Pike felt little motivation to pour his energy into the requested book on linguistics. His heart was set on completing the translation for the Mixtecs. But during his travels to the Mixtec village, an accident altered his plans.

While waiting for his luggage to arrive at the train station, Pike saw some local men carrying bags of corn to a nearby warehouse. In his typical friendly fashion, he began joking with the men and was soon faced with a good-natured dare to carry one of the bags.

Pike wasn’t one to back down from a challenge—he grabbed the lightest bag he could find and started trotting after the men. But in spite of his lighter load, Pike was unable to compete with the locals, who were hardened from regular physical labor. Soon Pike grew tired and a false step sent him sprawling. An unfortunate landing left him with a badly broken leg. Unable to finish his journey and begin translation, Pike grew extremely discouraged.

“What could frustrate my efforts like that? I could think of only one thing: the boss had told me to write a book on phonetics and I hadn’t done it. Thirty-six hours later, lying flat on my back in a hospital, I started writing phonetics—eight hours a day for three weeks. When I finished, Townsend sent the manuscript to Edward Sapir, a well-known linguist at the University of Michigan, and the next thing I knew I was on my way up to study with him.”

ALWAYS LEARNING
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San Miguel New Testament translation (the first Wycliffe translation to see completion), Ken pursued a Ph.D. in linguistics at the University of Michigan. He also accepted a position as the first president of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (now known as SIL), Wycliffe’s affiliate organization involved in training and fieldwork. During his 37 years as SIL’s president, Pike expanded the work to more than 50 countries and helped to establish its academic integrity.

FROM THE HEART

In addition to his achievements in linguistics, Pike also dabbled in poetry and Christian philosophy. In his book entitled With Heart and Mind, he defended Christianity from an intellectual point of view and argued that faith and academics are compatible.

Although he did receive a great deal of human praise for his achievements, it was not the approval of others that motivated Pike. As he once said, "I’ve done this (work) to serve God with both mind and heart, as Jesus told us to do. I want to try to help other people as I would wish them to help me if I were in their place."

