CONSIDERATIONS OF VERBAL AND IDEA RENDITION
Eary S. Kavrranp, Tu.D.

“The modern translator,” says Professor Schwarz of University Col-
lege in London, “attempts to produce in his own language the thought
contained in the work as a whole, in each sentence and even each word
within its context.” Attempt to do this, one might, but he will never
succeed, and one is apt to be traumatically disillusioned in the process.
If Professor Schwarz had ended his statement with the observation on
translating the thought within each sentence, success would be possible.
It is not possible, however, to translate the meaning of “each word within
its context,” even though “within its context” does greatly limit the idea
of translating each word. This cannot be done because communication
is not in separate words. The unit of thought in language is not a word
but a sentence. Even the sentence cannot be understood out of its
context, though it might be a true unit of thought,

One notices that persons speaking in foreign tongues almost in-
variably speak rapidly. Only with difficulty can we separate words one
from the other when we listen to a native speak in a language we are
attempting to learn. The native speaks in sentences while the learner

attempts to separate the sentence into words with which he might be
familiar,

Will you pardon a personal reminiscence?

During one of my first classes in Hebrew, the professor distributed
to each student a list of Hebrew words together with some of their
meanings. What reaction other students experienced, I did not know,
but mine was one of frustrating consternation, One Hebrew word in the
list was given thirteen different meanings, some of which had no discern-
ible relation to one another. Before this experience I had studied English,
Norwegian, Latin and Greek, but the real impact of the sentence as the
unit of thought had never really penetrated my mind. Hence, the frustra-
tion! Words have different meanings in different settings. This is true in
every language. Ronald Knox points to the failure in translating the true
meaning of the Hebrew word shalom because of a word for word tradition

of translating shalom as peace, when it ought, in some places, be translated
health or some such word.?

Whether it was the failure to understand the nature of language and
communication or an excessive veneration for separate words or a lack of
knowledge regarding translation from one language to another, the notion
of word for word translation as “literal” or “true to the original” has
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hampered translation of the meaning of Scripture ever since t}clle Lxlii
began to come into being. As has been mentioned a single wgf t‘mlg
have quite a number of different meanings, as a glance at any 1&:1 flgnar};
will show. The Hebrew word hesed is rendered in K] by eleYen : erein
renderings and these most certainly do not exhaust its meaning, Tlaﬁf a(-3
tors” attempts to render hesed consistently by a 51Eg1e word or PN'ZS
have proved to be impossible. “No two language.s, says Eugelge 1ha,
“correspond throughout in their words or grammatical usages, an S}lfh a
literal type of translation actually distorts the facts of a language rather
than reveals them.™

Not only do single words have different meanings, but, also, O'Itlﬁ
idea is often conveyed by different words. What 'shal‘l we c};).b\lx'/l 1
synonyms? Perhaps because of the value we recognize in the1 iblica
text and the immense amount of analysis of the text through the C}ll;?rs,
we tend to find differences between words used synonymously, er-
ences which do not really exist.

Repetition, though it conveys a number of ideas, hkg emphasis and
distribution, is a common phenomenon in Hebrew, and in many, manzll
cases is a vehicle of instruction. Parallel words, parallel phr'ases, an
parallel clauses exist on every page of the Old.Testament,' anc'l is not unci
known in the New Testament. In the KJ of Isalal} 1:18.wh1ch is more red
—scarlet, red or crimson? Again in the KJ, the ideas in the word “love
come from more than a half dozen words in the Hebrew Old Testament
and from two basic words in the Greek New Testament. Now all the}sle
words in Hebrew or in Greek might not be adequate}y translated by the
single English word “love.” Nevertheless, the KJ version does now tBr:_:Lnls?-
late these various words by one single English word. Though the Bi 11-
cal words translated “love” in K] might not be. Wholly' syno_nymousl, the
English word “love” was thought to convey the'lr meaning (in the places
where so translated ) better than any other English word.

i her than meaning,
May we digress a moment? In regard to style rat
repetitio}; in ancient Hebrew usage does not correspond to modéerg
English usage. Where the Hebrew said, “The God of Abrz?.ham, the 1'oh
of Isaac and the God of Jacob,” would not a {nodern writer gf Englis
say, “The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,” or, perhaps, “Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob’s God?”

What shall be done with the Hebrew word heneh? In modern Engl'lsh
no such figure of speech as “behold” is used. A vyord for word translatfo}r:
of this word cannot be made in common English. .The modernd;Iliw'lif1
version of the pentateuch The Torah often leaves it untranslated. e
repetition of the conjunction wah as the first word of hundreds of sentences
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and as the conjunction introductory to clauses of many sorts cannot be
duplicated in good English.

Some Biblical figures of speech do not correspond with English

figures of speech. The meaning of the separate words does not give the
meaning of the words in combination, In Exodus 5:2] several words for
a bad odor are used. XJ translates: “. . -you have made our savour to be
abhorred in the eyes of pharaoh.” It is a bit difficult to understand how
pharaoh sees a bad odor, ASV stayed with the KJ translation here, but
RSV improves the translation a little by departing from the Hebrew figure
of speech with the translation . . -you have made us offensive in the sight
of pharaoh.” Whatever words should be used to translate the figure of
speech the individual meanings of the words will not produce the mean-
ing of the words in combination when translated into common English.
The combination doubtless means that they were made offensive or hate-
ful to pharaoh.

In the Bible some ejaculatory utterances appear to convey feelings
more than specific ideas—or along with specific ideas, Perhaps this is
true of heneh in many instances. In the New Testament, how can one
translate adequately py Yévoito ? Certainly the K] “God forbid” is not a
translation of the meaning of the individual words. Will any other
English phrase translating the negation of this form of yivopau translate
the feeling in the phrase any better? Words which indicate emotion or
emphasis rather than strictly didactic meanings cannot be literally trans-
lated.

Syntactical variations between the Biblical languages and English
make word for word translation utterly hopeless. The Hebrew sign of
the definite direct object has no corresponding form in English. It is
simply not to be translated. The Hebrew sign of the relative often has
no translation. The relationship of a verb to its object has many varia-
tions in Hebrew and English syntax. In Isaiah 1:15 one might translate
word for word, “Your hands are full blood.” No preposition is present in
Hebrew. The verb means “full of,” someone might say, and this is certain-
ly correct in this place. This verb, however, is not always to be translated
“full of.” Many other verbs have like relations to objects, no preposition
being used in places where English does use a preposition. Conversely,
Hebrew sometimes uses prepositions where English does not. In Lamenta.
tions 1:17, we read (K]): “Zion spreadeth forth her hands.” Hebrew
has the inseparable preposition beh indicating the instrumental character
of hands, which, word for word, might be translated “with.” In English no
preposition is used in this type of construction. To translate the Hebrew
preposition into any English word would be inaccurate. Translations
which attempt word for word literalness, like that of Aquila do violence
to the syntactical structure of the language into which the original is
being translated. “Every detail of the text,” says Bleddyn Roberts about
the Aquila translation, “was rendered as precisely as possible, nor did
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the author shrink from perpetrating outrages on the whole structure of
the Greek language.™

Can there be no consistency in the translation of words as words?
Certainly there can be some consistency. There should be gs Iélll(ﬁl con;
sistency as the sense of the words in context allow, Wor i lo have 2
limjted number of meanings and a limited number of translation poss
bilities. All attempts to translate are, most surely, attempts tcl) gonvgz
that which the original text says, whether the method of transo ation X
word for word, sense for sense, or an explanatc.)ry paraphrase. One ml:ll
begin with the realization that no translat.ion is adequate t{;) coilvte)lr !
the meaning in an original text. No translation will prove to e“i ota (;a_
position of the text one is translating. As James Kelsq writes: 1trtansthe
tion is comparable to a photograph in black anf’ls white; it is only in
original text that you get a true color photograph.

It is possible, then, to be overly ambitious in the work of translai;o_:;
The objective of one’s particular translation_must be set. Becaﬁse o 1110
excessive literalism Aquila’s translation was highly regarded by t oAse “i ,
knew Hebrew. The Hebrew text could be reconstr_ucted from Aquila’s
Greek. It, however, was not a translation which readily gave the message

of the Bible to the Greek public.

ing to Ronald Knox, a translation must be accurate,.mtel-
ligibitcfl(::-ci1 regadable.7 To this the basic requirements of _transl?tlon a;i
listed by Eugene Nida agree. Dr. Nida says that a translation, (1) mli t
represent the customary usage of the native languagfe,. (2)E rInust drgato
sense, and (3) must conform to the meaning O.f the (?ngmal. h_n.or zm_
accomplish these objectives, both Knox and Nida reject anything res
bling word for word “literal” translation.

Variant methods of translation existed very earl.y in the (zlhur(;}_lli
On the one hand Aquila “produced a version which did not sou(ril at d
like Greek,” while Symmachus “produced a new t:sanslahon. .. C lclesigngn
to be not merely accurate but also in good“Greek. Jerome vacilla gsflr
his method. In some prefaces he says that “he d'oes not render wor1 to
word, but sense for sense, while in others he mamtam§ ﬂ.lat he trans ales
partly the words, partly the sense.”® Though these variations 0(:101;'1. ear y_,
a definite change in procedure and general apprc?ach to transla 1oln t?pn
peared through the years. In general, idea tran§lat1on or sense t}l;?in; at oal
is a child of the renaissance and the reformation. Based on philologic
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methodology, as Schwarz shows,’* following a development through
Jerome, Reuchlin, Erasmus and Luther, sense translation triumphed.

Nida doesnt like “Translation of Ideas” much more than “Literal
Translations.” Instead of either of these approaches, “Translations Based.
Upon Closest Equivalents” is proposed. This, it is claimed, is a “middle
ground between two extremes.” The principle of closest equivalence, it
is alleged, “is designed to avoid awkward literalness on. the one hand and
unjustified interpretations on the other.”? Whatever terms are employed
to describe method, it is certain that translation of the truth of God, the
Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament, cannot be either
excessively word for word or excessively free. Nida’s principles of closest
equivalence describes reasonably well the method to be followed and the
goal to be achieved.
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