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Introduction

In this article we plan to deal with a number of particular problems in the
prophetic writings of the O.T. which the translator has to face. Under the
first heading “Prophecy and Visions” we discuss some rather difficult
problems related to overlapping in semantic areas, problems which have
been insufficiently dealt with in the great majority of modern translations.
Then we give some attention to technical terms and formulae, as the
translator has to master this feature of the source language in order to be
able to give an adequate translation. Such mastery cannot always be deduced
from modern English versions, an additional reason for dealing with it here.
The translation of proverbs presents particular problems of linguistic and
cultural adaptation, especiaily in those cultures where the use of proverbial
sayings is very frequent. So we have devoted a short section to proverbs in
prophecy. The translation of idioms is so important that the subject cannot
be lightly dismissed. Special attention is finally given to the translation
problems arising from the use of cryptic language in the source text.

1t is clear that only a few problems can be selected out of many hundreds.
An exhaustive discussion of all these will be reserved for a translator’s
handbook. In fact, a number of examples cited here come from a preliminary
study made on the subject for a Handbook on the Minor Prophets.

For the sake of method and convenience we make reference only to the
O.T. translation (under way) in the Bamiléké language of Cameroun.
However, experience has taught us that the same problems are shared by
many other African languages, and that very frequently parallel solutions
can be found elsewhere.

In this article texts are quoted according to the chronological order of the
prophetic writings, or according to what is supposed to be the chronological
order in the opinion of the majority of modern scholars.

I. Prophecy and Visions: “Seeing Words”’

Under this heading we try to deal with some particular translation prob-
lems presented in the titles of some of the prophetic books. When e.g. the
book of Amos starts off in the following way: “The words of Amos . . . which
he saw” (R.S.V.), it is almost superfluous to say that “to see a word” is a
linguistic impossibility. Even in Hebrew, the expression (in spite of its several
occurrences) is rather harsh.! More recent translations in English, such as

.1 H., W. Wolff (4dmos in Biblischer Kommentar Altes Testament XIV/2, Neukirchen,
1967, p. 131) observes correctly that the expression in Hebrew is not without sprachliche
und sachliche Harte.
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N.E.B. and N.A.B.,2 have tried to smooth out this particular difficulty by
translating idiomatically: “The words of Amos . . . which he received in
visions”. But this violates the results of modern research with regard to the
sources of Amos, according to which there is a collection of oracles of Amos
and a collection of reports concerning visions. Modern research has also
clearly shown that much of the harshness of the expression “to see words”
is due to the hand of the final redactor who tried to combine the two sources
in the title.3

On the other hand, it has to be remembered that the second relative clause,
instead of having “the words of Amos” as antecedent, may have “Amos” as
antecedent as does the first relative clause. Thus: “The words of Amos . . .
who had visions”. In fact, many scholars have opted for this second
interpretation.4

This interpretation as well as the results of source analysis show the
translator how to get rid of his embarrassment. He has to keep the two
sources in the title by making the following major division in his translation:
“The words of Amos . . . the visions which he saw”.5

In the title of the book of Habakkuk almost the same formula® is employed:
“The oracle of God which Habakkuk the prophet saw” (R.S.V.). N.E.B. in
rendering: “An oracle which the prophet Habakkuk received in a vision” is
a good example of how a mechanically consistent translation leads astray.
First of all, the book of Habakkuk—contrary to that of Amos—contains no
visions in the technical sense of the word. When the Hebrew term /dzdn is
used in Hab. 2:2 it is quite erroneous to render it “vision”. In fact, at quite
an early period hdzén was already used in the more generic sense of “revela-
tion™, and this generic use in its turn gave rise to the more specific meaning
“word revelation, oracle”.” Hab. 2:2 presents us with an example of this new
specific meaning. In the same way the corresponding verb hdzah could be
used for the reception of revelation generally and for the reception of divine
oracles in particular. That is how the harsh expression “seeing words” came
into existence. In the light of the above arguments, it is fully justifiable to
translate the title of the book of Habakkuk in the foliowing way: “This is
the oracle which the prophet Habakkuk received from God.”

2 N.A.B. stands for the New American Bible, a new Catholic translation, published by
P. J. Kennedy and Sons, New York, in 1970.

3 Sec especially Wolff’s discussion, op. cit., pp. 129-138. The remarkable statement that
“Amos saw the words of Amos” is without parallel in the O.T.

4 See references in C. van Gelderen: Het Boek Amos, Kampen, 1933, p. 2. The same
preference is to be found in W. Baumgartner: Hebrdisches und Aramdisches Lexicon zum
Alten Testament I, Leiden, 1967, under hdzdh.

5 Comparable solutions are to be found in the translations of Moffatt and Dhorme.
According to the needs of the receptor language, the title may have to be framed in a
slightly different way: “These are the words of Amos . . . These are the visions which he
saw.” “This is the book of the words of Amos . . . This is the book of the visions which he
saw,” etc.

¢ The only difference lies in the use of mass@, oracle, made explicit in the R.S.V., as
“the oracle of God”.

7 See L. Koehler: Theologie des Alten Testamentes, 1966, par. 36; H. Wildberger: Jesaja
in Bk. X, Neukirchen, 1965, p. S.
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A similar translation can be adopted for the title of Micah and for the
introductory formula in Isa. 2:1.

IL. Technical Vocabulary in Prophecy: The Numerical Sequence x/x-+1

The numerical formula “for three transgressions of . . . and for four”
which is to be found at the beginning of all Amos’s oracles against the
nations (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14; 2:1, 4, 6) has always presented problems to the
exegetes and therefore to the translators. It is almost exclusively in rabbinic
exegesis that the numbers three and four have been taken literally according to
the argument that three transgressions were still subject to remission, whereas
the fourth was unforgivable.8 However, modern research is more in favour
of a symbolic interpretation® without excluding the possibility that a
mnemotechnic method lies behind this numerical figure: four things can
easily be counted on the fingers of one hand, and can easily be retained.10
What is important here is not the symbolic value of the numbers three and
four,1 but the progression from three to four in order to express a climax.1®
The formula expressing an indefinite number by the numerical sequence
x/x-+1 belongs to the so-called wisdom style and is fairly frequent in Hebrew
literature.13 Examples can be cited of the sequences one and two (Psa. 62:11;
Job 40:5), two and three (Ecclus. 26:28), three and four (Prov. 30:15, 18, 21,
29; Ecclus. 26:5) and nine and ten (Ecclus. 25:7-11). It should be noted that
the sequence three, four is the most frequent one.

The book of Ecclesiasticus is especially useful for comparative purposes as
the numerical sequence x/x-}-1 is very often connected with crimes. Compare
e.g. Bcclus. 26:28:14

These two things grieve my heart,

And the third excites my anger:

A rich man® reduced to poverty;

A wise man treated with contempt;

And a man deserting right conduct for wrong,

For whom the Lord makes ready the sword.
In his oracles against the nations Amos presupposes three or four crimes,

¥ The same position is still taken by Heinrich Ewald: Die Propheten des Alten Bundes,

2nd ed., 1867, ad loc.

® See W. R. Harper: 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea,
Edinburgh, 1960, ad loc.; M. Delcor in Les petits prophétes, tome viii, 1 of L. Pirot and
A. Clamer: La Sainte Bible, Paris, 1961, ad loc.; S. Amsler: Amos in Commentaire de
U'Ancien Testament, XIa, Neuchitel, 1965, ad loc.; Th. H, Robinson in Th. H. Robinson
and F. Horst: Die zwolf kleinen Propheten (HAT 1.14), Tiibingen, 1954, ad loc.; A. Weiser:
Das Buch der zwilf kleinen Propheten I (ATD 24), Gottingen, 1949, ad loc.

10 “Vier Dinge sind an den Fingern einer Hand aufzuzihlen und leicht behiltlich”
(Wolff, op. cit., p. 167).

1 See the commentaries of Harper and Delcor ad loc.

12 Compare C. van Gelderen, op. cit., ad loc.; E. Dhorme: Traduction et notes d’ Amos in
La Bible, I’ Ancien Testament 11, Paris, 1959, p. 736, note 3; Amsler, op. cit., ad loc.

12 See especially W. M. W. Roth: The Numerical Sequence x|x--1 in the Old Testament,
VT 12 (1962), pp. 300-311; Numerical Sayings in the Old Testament, VT (Suppl. 13), 1965.

18 Qur translation according to the LXX. This verse is lacking in the Hebrew tradition,
See Israel Lévi: The Hebrew Text of the Book of Ecclesiasticus, Leiden, 1951.

1 According to the Syriac version; LXX has “soldier”. Compare R. H. Charles: The
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, 1, Oxford, 1913, p. 405.
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but he deals finally only with one. The Ecclesiasticus text quoted above
shows a formal correspondence with this because it is only in the last part of
the verse that a crime is mentioned which merits divine punishment. It is
clear that in the vast majority of languages a literal translation of this
numerical sequence either makes no sense or gives rise to a literal i.e.
erroncous interpretation of the source concept. On the other hand, one
should beware of a certainly more idiomatic rendering in the receptor
language which is nevertheless as unfaithful to the original as a literal
translation. This is e.g. the case with the rendering “many” for “three’ and
“four”.1® However, an intensive translation such as “because the people of
. . . have committed crime upon crime” is very well acceptable.1? In any case,
it may be advisable to add an explanatory note which gives the literal
rendering and comments on it.

I, Prophetic Use of Proverbs

(a) Sowing Wind and Mowing Storm

In Hos. 8:7 “They sow the wind and reap the storm”™ (Moffatt), we certainly
have to-do with the quotation of an old proverb which has not been formed
or changed for the occasion by the prophetic writer. In trying to keep the
Hebrew pun in the translation, we are tempted to translate: “Yes, they sow
wind and mow storm.”?® “Wind” in wisdom literature is a metaphor for
nothingness and failure (Eccl. 1:14, 17; Prov. 11:29; Job 7:7). With regard
to sowing and reaping, two laws of nature are reflected in this proverb: the
law of similarity as expressed in Paul’s statement: “Whatever a man sows,
that he will also reap” (Gal. 6:7), and the law of multiplication: “wind”
produces the destructive *‘storm™ .19

The concern of the translator is not only to translate a Hebrew proverb
meaningfully into the receptor language, but also if possible to render such
a figure with one of a similar genre. This means he will try to select a proverb
current in the receptor culture expressing the same ideas even when using a
different imagery. On the one hand, this may not be too difficult a task, as
many languages (particularly those of Central Africa) are extremely rich in
proverbs.20 On the other hand, however, in making such a cultural adapta-
tion, the translator has to keep in mind that there are certain limits. First of
all, the expression in the receptor language should remain in a domain
similar to that of the source language, and in the second place the translator
should make sure that the receptor proverb does not project unwanted
components.2!

18 The Translator’s Translation (stage 4) e.g. reads: “because the people of . . . have
committed many crimes”. Compare also Robinson’s observation (op. cit., ad loc.):
*Ausdruck zur Bezeichnung einer unbestimmten, aber nicht groszen Zahl”,

17 Moffatt rightly translates: ‘“‘After crime upon crime of . . .”

18 No translation has done full justice to the semantic value of the introductory kf which
has clearly its old function of deictic interjection. A number of English translations (R.S.V.,
N.E.B., N.A.B.) maintain the pun in English by shifting it to the nouns: wind-whirlwind.

19 See especially H. W, Wolff: Hosea in Bk XIV. 1, Neukirchen, 1965, ad loc.

20 In Bamiléké a series of 350 proverbs was made up quite quickly and this collection is
far from being exhaustive!

n See the forthcoming article in TBT by J. A. Loewen on the subject of non-literal
meanings.
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According to the conditions mentioned above, the following receptor
proverb has been selected in the case of the O.T. translation into the Bamiléké
language of Cameroun: “As they sow empty grain, they’ll reap empty grain.”
It is clear that we remain here in the same domain of sowing and reaping.
The metaphor, though different (empty grain) nevertheless refers, like “wind”
in the source text, to “nothingness”. In fact, the only marked difference
between source and receptor proverb is the absence of the law of multiplica-
tion in the latter. However, in the Hebrew proverb the focus is certainly more
on the similarity.

In selecting a current proverb, the meaning of the source expression is
better conveyed to the Bamiléké reader, and there is the additional advantage
that he can more quickly grasp the transition to the following proverb (8:7b).

(b) Sour Grapes and Teeth on Edge
Ezek. 18:2 presents us with the following proverb:
“The fathers have eaten sour grapes
And the children’s teeth are set on edge.”’?2

No doubt we have to do here with a real proverb, as this expression is
introduced in the same verse as a mdsal, and as it has formally all the
characteristics of a proverb. This particular one must have been widespread
as it occurs once again in the O.T., in Jer. 31:29, in almost the same form.
A comparison of the two texts shows that there are only minor differences in
verbal tenses which are unimportant in the style of wisdom literature and
which therefore should not be reflected in translation.

In a great number of languages a literal translation of the proverb in the
source text would present many problems. “Grapes™ are limited to a few
cultures only and the translation would have to use a generic term and a
descriptive expression, which is linguistically complicated, or a loan which is
—culturally speaking—an empty term. However, if the translator is so lucky
as to find a related receptor proverb, these problems disappear. Such was the
case e.g. in Bamiléké as shown by the following selected proverb:

They, the others, have eaten caterpillars
And we have got stomach-ache.
The use of this local proverb is permitted, because even though what is eaten
and what is affected differs in the two figures, the expression as a whole
remains in a similar domain. The question may be asked whether such a
proverb should not be adapted to the Ezekiel context in which the contrast is
between “fathers” and *children”, the more so as the message of Ezekiel
contains a “correction” of certain convictions based upon an interpretation
of the second commandment of the Decalogue which speaks about God
visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth
generation. Such an adaptation could e.g. take the following form:
They, our fathers, have eaten caterpillars
And we, their children, have gotten stomach-ache.

22 The Hebrew verb kahdh can be taken literally; in which case we may have to do with
the popular superstition that eating green grapes makes the teeth blunt; or it can be taken
metaphorically so that the teeth are set on edge. See especially Walther Zimmerli: Ezechiel
I in Bk XIII, 1, Neukirchen, 1969, ad loc.
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Depending upon laws of assonance in the receptor language, such a slight
expansion may be acceptable as full use is still made of a well-known proverb.

(¢) Like Mother, like Daughter

This proverb (Ezek. 16:44), showing a very subtle assonance in Hebrew, is
again characterized as such in the introductory formula: “See, everyone who
is fond of proverbs will say of you” (N.A.B.).28 For those who are fond of
proverbs it may not be too difficult to select a proper equivalent in their
mother tongue. Bamiléké offers us again a good example: tshw’ fu ngit,
literally “the character (nature) resembles the lineage.2¢ Again the expression
remains in the same domain. Unfortunately we are very badly informed about
the use of Hebrew proverbs and we are ignorant of other situations to which
proverbs might have been applied. The proposed Bamiléké equivalent can be
used with regard to all animate objects and the expression is in itself neutral
so that the context has to mark either a positive or a negative sense. The
negative marking is very clear in the Ezekiel context.

IV. Particular Idioms in Prophecy

(a) Amos 8/14 presents us with an example of a particular oath formula: “By
the life of your god, O Dan!” (N.A.B.). In spite of the extreme importance
of the oath in the Hebrew community as highlighted by Pedersen,?s it should
not be forgotten that it was very common among Hebrews to attest the truth
of a matter by oath, and that in the light of this frequent usage oath-taking
was little more than an emphatic form of statement. Swearing by a god and
worshipping a god became almost synonymous events. He who swears by a
god, confesses his attachment to him.28

Normally the translator faces a number of problems in this special case.
In many cultures, one never swears by the life of a god, but by his name.
However, the simple substitution of “life” by “name”, questionable in
itself, still leaves the translator with an anacoluthon and (very often) vernacu-
lar problems of grammatical sequence. Oath-taking may also be a more
solemn and occasional feature in the receptor culture so that in using an oath
formula far more is expressed in translation than a personal attachment.
Here we have especially to be aware of unwanted components.

3 0, Eiszfeldt: Der Maschal im Alten Testament, ZAWBeih, 24, 1913; and A. R. Johnson:
Mashal in Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East, VT Suppl. 3, 1955, pp. 162-169,
derive masal from \/m-§-l with the meaning “resemble”, “be identical”. G. Bostrom:
Paronomasi i den dldre hebreiska Maschallitteraturen, 1928, from \/m-5-I meaning “to
reign”, in which case the noun would have the meaning “that which is extraordinary”.
In any case, masal stands in the O.T. for popular proverb or artificial proverb as well as
for the homily of the wise men and the oracle of the seer. In this particular context it means
almost “slogan”.

24 “Character’”’ or “nature” must be the meaning of fshu’ in this context. In fact, this
seems to be the only context in which the word is still used. Its etymology is completely
obscure. Compare further Dutch: Zo vader, zo zoon (like father, like son), and Dutch and
German: Der Apfel fillt nicht weit von Stamm.

25 See his Israel, Its Life and Culture, 111-1V, London-Copenhagen, 1947, p. 450, and
especially his Der Eid bei den Semiten, 1914, p. 145f, 159.

26 See Harper, op. cit., p. 186; Wolff, Amos, p. 381.
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French translations have usually found a good solution by using the

French idiomatic expression: “Vive ton Dieu, Dan”, a formula in which
personal attachment to someone or something is neatly expressed. The same
is true of the following current formula in Bamiléké expressing personal
attachment and not impersonal politeness: “May your god, Dan, set his foot
on the green grass.”
(b) In Micah 3|7 we are confronted with a particular Hebrew custom when it
is said of the pseudo-prophets that they “shall cover up their beard”. The
above translation, harsh as it may sound, has the advantage of making this
particular custom clear, whereas smoother running modern translations tend
to create misunderstanding as is shown e.g. by N.E.B.’s rendering: “They
shall all put their hands over their mouths™!

There can be no doubt that the gesture concerned was a common sign of
mourning. Ezek. 24:17, 22 gives sufficient evidence for this interpretation.
The origin of this veiling of the beard lies in a forgotten past and can only be
explained by means of hypothesis. Maybe it was a substitute for a still older
custom of shaving off the beard as a hair-offering to the departed spirit,
maybe it was just a method of disguise making recognition by the departed
spirit impossible. Where spirits are supposed to enter the body by the mouth,
a method of blocking the mouth may have been a successful device.2?

However, is Moffatt right in translating the text briefly with: “in mourning,
all of them”, thereby assuming that this particular text also refers to mourn-
ing? Though he may have many commentators on his side, it should be
noted that the text, particularly the context, is not at all in favour of such an
interpretation, any more than is the other O.T. passage in which the expres-
sion is found: Lev. 13:45. The major component here must be that of
confusion, shame.28

Now with regard to confusion Bamiléké culture presents us with two highly
equivalent gestures: “holding fast one’s chin” and “pulling one’s beard”.
The first expression is more generally used nowadays as wearing a beard
seems to have gone out of fashion. However, the translators opted for the
alternative expression in order to remain within the same domain. As the
principle of “crossing the river twice” could not be realized here and as full
justice had to be done to the custom of the source culture, an explanatory
note had to be added. _

(c) In the second strophe of Nahum 3 (vv. 5-7) Yahweh is introduced as
addressing Nineveh, symbolized as a prostitute, and passing sentence upon
her. The figure of the prostitute is maintained throughout the whole strophe.
In v. 6 Yahweh is vividly pictured (a literary device!) as participating in the
treatment of the harlot: “I will throw filth at you” (R.S.V.). Though the

7 Compare J. M. Powis Smith: Micak in ICC on Micah, Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk,
Obadiah and Joel, Edinburgh, 1959, ad loc.

28 So rightly Brown-Driver-Briggs: A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the O.T., Oxford,
1966, under ‘@tah, in contrast with Gesenius-Buhl: Hebrdisches und Aramiisches Hand-
worterbuch iiber das Alte Testament, 1949, ibid. Of the commentators consulted only
Weiser (op. cit., ad loc.) seems to reckon with the possibility of another component,
“to be frightened”. E. Dhorme (in a note to his translation) sees in the symbolic act a
sign of confusion.
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Hebrew word Sikkus is almost exclusively used in the O.T. as a nickname for
“idols”, a translation like “I will bury you under your idols” seems to be
contextually and grammatically forced.2® The primary sense of “filth”,
“loathsome things”, though unique in the O.T., is much more fitting. The
event described is almost certainly based on existing practices, since this is
very probably the way in which such unfortunate women were treated by the
bystanders. However, there is no reason to switch at this particular point of
the strophe to the use of a passive voice in order to avoid the mention of
Yahweh as direct agent as Moffatt does: “to be pelted with filth”. It should
be kept in mind that the whole passage is highly figurative speech. “Throwing
filth at someone” has the extended meaning of “punishing someone by making
him ridiculous”.

Bamiléké offers us a neat example of a current receptor equivalent in the
expression “to throw filth (ashes) at one’s back™. Here again, we are faced
with an existing practice: this is the way in which “children” (but there is
of course no age limit!) are punished by parents for having violated the
existing order or some particular (sexual or non-sexual) taboo. However, at
the same time, the expression “throw ashes at one’s back™ has entered the
language in a figurative way, having the extended meaning of “making
someone ridiculous”. In fact, both components of punishment and making
ridiculous are present here. And it is clear that unwanted, additional com-
ponents are completely lacking. Here we see how sometimes a slight and
insignificant change—the change could even be interpreted in terms of
implicit and explicit information—can bring us to a fully idiomatic rendering
in the receptor language.

V. Cryptic Language

Cryptic language is a special characteristic of apocalyptic literature, and
though such language might still have been understood by the first receptors
in virtue of their knowledge of the historical circumstances and the sometimes
technical vocabulary, receptors separated by a gap of some thousand years of
history do not easily grasp the meaning of the source message. That is why
translators are particularly faced with problems of interpretation and
transfer. Within the framework of this article we cannot deal in an extensive
way with this special problem, but it is nevertheless too important an aspect
of prophetic literature not to be mentioned. One particular problem is
selected here from the book of Daniel.

In Dan. 11:20 it is said of an anonymous king that “within a few days he
shall be broken, neither in anger nor in battle” (R.S.V.). Though evasive
expressions with regard to killing are by no means unknown in African
languages, the translator very often has to make explicit how someone was
killed as his language does not offer the device of hinting at certain events by
means of the negation of others.

Now, in the case of Dan. 11:20 we happen to be historically well-informed.
The king in question is Seleucus IV Philopator (187-175 B.c.) who, after an
unsuccessful attack on the Jerusalem treasury (see the account in 2 Macc. 3),

19 A correctly stated by J. M. Powis Smith: Nahum in op. cit., ad loc.
2‘
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was murdered by his finance minister Heliodorus.3¢ So he was the victim of
conspiracy.

Conspiracy being a universal political phenomenon, many languages have
a special evasive or non-evasive way of expressing murder through a plot.
Standard Bamiléké terminology in this respect is to say of someone that he
was killed “discreetly”.
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I
The completion of the New English Bible (NEB) with the publication of the
OT and Apocrypha in March, 1970, has rightly been hailed as a “magnificent
achievement™”.! One of the specimens of interpretation is contained in the
translation of Gen. 1:1-3:

New English Bible (1970)
1In the beginning of creation, when God made heaven and earth, the earth
was without form and void, with darkness over the face of the abyss, and a
mighty wind that swept over the surface of the waters. God said, “Let there
be light,” and there was light;

Later in 1970 the New American Bible (NAB) appeared. This authorized
Roman Catholic version translates Gen. 1:1-3 in a very similar fashion:

New American Bible (1970)
1]n the beginning, when God created the heavens and earth, *the earth was a
formless wasteland, and darkness covered the abyss, while a mighty wind
swept over the waters. 3Then God said, “Let there be light” and there was
light.
The thought of the New Jewish Version (NJV), which appeared late in
1962, is essentially the same:

New Jewish Version (1962)
1When God began to create the heaven and the earth—2the earth being
unformed and void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind
from God sweeping over the water—3God said, “Let there be light”; and
there was light.

Thus the three most recent authorized Protestant, Catholic and Jewish
versions render the English translation of Gen. 1:1 in a different way than
has been done in authorized versions for some 2,200 years since the production
of the Septuagint translation.

30 See Aage Bentzen: Daniel (Handbuch zum Alten Testament I, 19), Tiibingen, 1952,
ad loc.

1 §o Millar Burrows in his review of the NEB in JBL, 89 (June, 1970), 222,



