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Prior state:

+ State

~ Near

— Contact

— Containment

— Component
The resulting state is not clear just from this phrase, since we cannot tell
whether there was contact or not. Did the spear hit David or not? From
the phrase ‘‘at David’’ we cannot tell. The specification could be either:
Resulting state:

+ State OR + State

+ Near — Near

— Contact + Contact

— Containment — Containment
— Component — Component

In Moru there are two different ways of expressing these differences, and
there is no preposition which leaves open the question of whether the
spear hit David or not. In the translator’s mind ‘‘at” indicated — NEAR,
+ CONTACT and so this is how he translated. Had he understood the
context better, the following sentences would have made it clear that this
was the wrong choice.

EUAN FRY

TRANSLATING SADE “FIELD”’, IN THE OLD
TESTAMENT

The Rev. Euan Fry is the Translation Secretary of the Bible Society in Australia, and a
UBS Translation Adviser, based in Canberra, Australia

The Hebrew word sade, which is very often translated as ‘‘field’’ in
English versions, occurs frequently in the Old Testament. It is not an
easy word to translate, for two reasons:

It is one of those words which cover quite a wide range of meaning.

Its meaning relates to settlement and land ownership, land use and

agriculture; and the people we translate for may have a very different

system in these things from that which applied in OT situations.

This word provides a very good illustration of the translation
principle that we should find an equivalent word or expression which is
appropriate in each context where the word occurs, and not try to use
the same equivalent in a range of different contexts. And since I have
been studying the range of meaning of sade, I have come to see that
‘““field”’ is often not the best equivalent for it in English, even in places
where the various English versions all use it.

In what follows we will look at the different meanings that sede can
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express, and note the distinctive elements in each case which we need to

take into account as we look for the best equivalent in translation.

1. A section or piece of agricultural land. The reference here is to a piece
of land which has defined boundaries. But whether there are fences
along the boundaries is not important. It is used for agricultural
purposes, which in the OT situation usually meant the growing of
crops. In my country, Australia, and also in New Zealand, the word
“paddock’ is always used to express this particular meaning; but in
other countries where English is spoken the word ‘‘field”’ is
commonly used.

There are a number of instances of the use of the word in this
sense in Ruth 2, especially verses 8, 17, 19, and 22. The focus is on
one particular piece of land, that which belonged to Boaz, and to the
harvesting activity there. In Lev 23.22 there is a reference which
focuses particularly on the edges of the piece of land being harvested.
Other typical examples are found in Gen 37.7, 2 Sam 23.11-12, and
Jer 10.5.

Translation of this use of “‘field’’ should be easy for people who
know and practise an agricultural way of life which involves the
growing of food crops. The best equivalent in a number of languages
will be the word that is used for the food garden. Where people are
hunters and gatherers or herders of livestock and there is no term for
a place where crops are grown, an expression will need to be
constructed, such as ‘‘place where ...”” In this case the expression
may actually vary from one context to another, depending on the
focus in each particular case.

2. The soil or ground. In this case the reference is still to a piece of
agricultural land; but the focus is on the soil, in contexts which speak
of a person doing something like ploughing or planting seed. In Hos
10.4 and Mic 3.12, for instance, the reference is to ground that has
been ploughed. In Leviticus 25 regulations are given for allowing the
land to lie fallow every seventh year; so in verses 3 and 4 we find
references to sowing or not sowing seed in the ground, and then in
verse 12 a reference to eating what the ground produces of itself. In
this type of context the meaning of the Hebrew word for ‘‘field”’ is
the same as that of other words which mean “‘land’’ or ‘“‘ground”’ or
‘“‘earth’’, and these other words are actually used many times also.
Another instance of this use of ‘‘field”’ is found in Gen 27.27, in
which the reference is to the smell of the earth with grass growing on
it.

In translation it is probably best to use words that refer to the soil
or ground. However the term for a piece of agricultural land
(meaning 1) may also be quite appropriate where this is available.
For some languages the particular context will determine which word
is best.

3. Farm land, including pasture land. In this case the word sade is mostly
plural; and the reference is to agricultural land in general, rather
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than to the individual pieces of land. A good example is found in
Num 22.23 where Balaam’s donkey turns aside from the road into
the farmland. In Neh 13.10 we read that the Levites had left their
posts and gone back to their ‘‘fields’’, that is their farm properties in
the country (GNB translates ‘‘farms’’ here).

In Jg 19.16 the reference is to a person returning to the town after
a day’s work on the farmland (some editions of GNB, ‘‘farm’’). And
in Jg 13.9 an angel appears to a woman “‘in the field”’, that is during
the course of her day’s work on the farmland. In these two instances
there is probably an overlap of meaning with meaning 4. (See second
paragraph of notes on this meaning.)

In some cases the reference is obviously to pasture land, since the
focus is on people looking after sheep or cattle. See for instance Gen
34.5,7 and 2 Sam 7.8. In these cases it is not always clear whether
the “‘fields’’> were regular areas of farmland or just open country
where flocks or herds were taken for grazing. So there may be some
overlap of meaning with meaning 6.

Translation of ‘‘field”’ in this sense will depend greatly on the
system of land ownership and use that people are familiar with, as
well as on the particular context. It may be possible again to use the
same term as for meaning 1 in some contexts. There may be a term
for ““pasture’’ or ‘‘pasture land’’ available in some languages which
will be appropriate in some of these contexts. For some other
languages and contexts there may be words available which mean
“‘farming properties’’.

4. Land beyond the limits of the town or city. In a number of contexts
there is a clear distinction made between the ’ir or town within its
walls, and the sade or land outside the town. Again, in these contexts
the word is often used in the plural.

To get a clear picture of what the word means in this and the next
two cases, we need to understand something of the situation in which
the people mostly lived in ancient Israel. For protection against
enemies they lived in houses built within towns around which a wall
was constructed. The land which they owned, and on which they
grew their crops and fed their domestic animals, was outside the
walls of their town. During the day they would go out from the town
to work on their land, and at night they would return to their homes
inside the town.

A good example of this use of “‘fields’’ is found in the story of
Abimelech and the people of Shechem in Judges 9. On two occasions
Abimelech and his men lay in wait in the countryside outside the
town (‘“the fields’’, verses 32 and 43) to attack the people who came
out. Another example is 1 Sam 11.5 which refers to Saul coming into
the town from the land beyond the town (‘‘fields’’). In the blessings
and curses of Deuteronomy 28 each section opens with the expression
“‘your towns and your fields’’ (verses 3 and 16) to express the whole
of the life and activity of the people.
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This meaning should be easy to understand and translate for
people who live in settlements like the towns of ancient Israel. For
many groups some expression like ‘‘the land/country outside the
town’’ will be suitable, with the exact form of words again depending
on the context. Words for farms or agricultural land will usually not
be appropriate, unless they are expected to be located away from a
town or village in a way that is correct for a particular context.

5. The land belonging to a particular town. This is really a particular
instance of the previous case, where the focus is on the territory
which the people of a town lay claim to and use as their agricultural
land. This use is rare and I have only been able to note two
occurrences, in the parallel passages Jos 21.12 and 1 Chr 6.56.
Another Hebrew word usually translated ‘‘pasture lands’’ is the term
commonly used to express this meaning in the records of the
settlement of the people of Israel in the land of Canaan.

This meaning of ‘‘field”’ can probably be translated in the same
way as meaning 3 in most languages. Alternatively it may be handled
in the same fashion as meaning 8, where the focus is on ownership of
land.

6. The countryside in general. In this case again there is a distinction
between the town and the land beyond it. But here the reference is to
all land beyond the town, and not just to the agricultural land which
was considered to belong to it. In fact the use to which the land
might be put is not important; and in this sense the word (again
usually plural) might refer to the whole countryside away from
human settlement, perhaps with the exception of those areas that
could be referred to as “‘desert’’ or ‘‘wilderness’’.

Instances of this usage can be found in Gen 24.63-65; Lev 14.6-7;
1 Sam 20.5,11,24,35; Ezek 39.5. In these, and in many other
instances, the focus of the text is not on the agricultural use of the
land, although it may well have been used for pasture. The point is
that the land was away from the area of human settlement. English
versions sometimes have the translation ‘‘open field(s)’’ for this
particular usage.

Ps 50.11 is an interesting reference, since in it ‘“all living things in
the fields’’ is parallel to ‘‘all the wild birds’’. In fact it is clear that in
other places too the ‘‘animals of the field’’ are not the domestic
animals, as we might think, but the wild animals (see Ex 23.11; Dt
7.22; 1 Sam 17.44). GNB generally translates this expression as ‘‘wild
animals’’ or just ‘‘animals’’.

Translation of the term ‘‘field’”’ in this sense by a term for
“garden’’ or ‘‘agricultural land” will generally give the wrong
meaning or at least the wrong focus. The terms available for ‘‘open
countryside’’ or ‘“‘land away from human settlements’’ will vary from
language to language according to the country and situation where
people are living. But most languages should have appropriate words
for use in the range of contexts which point to this meaning.
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7. The land as distinct from the sea. This is a rare meaning, and the
context points quite clearly to it where it applies. It is found in Ps
96.11-12 and the parallel passage, 1 Chr 16.32, where there is a clear
contrast between the sea and all the creatures in it and the ‘fields’’
with all their living things. Another clear reference is Ezek 26.6-8,
where there is a contrast between Tyre, built on an island in the sea,
and the nearby land. GNB uses the translation ‘‘mainland’’ here.

For most languages there should be no difficulty in finding a term
for the land as distinct from the sea which will be appropriate in
these contexts.

8. A piece of land which is owned by someone. This may well be a piece
of agricultural land, as in case 1. But in this case the focus is not on
the use to which the land may be put, but on ownership. The land is
an item of property. Contexts which refer to buying and selling, or
to inheritance, will usually point to this meaning.

Several well-known instances of property dealing can be given,
where this meaning is the one in focus. Genesis 23 and Ruth 4 each
make use of the term ‘‘field’’ a number of times. Other occurrences
are found in Lev 27.16-24 and Jer 32.6-15.

To translate this particular meaning we must make use of the
proper term for a piece of land that is owned by someone, and that
may be transferred or sold to another owner. In most communities it
should not be difficult to find the correct word or words.

9. Part of the name of a place or area. In this case the word sade is
linked to another word to form a proper name, just as in English
there are many place names which finish with ‘-field”’. Two
examples are Num 23.14 and 2 Sam 2.16.

The point to be careful of in the translation of this use of sade is
that the name which is produced should be in an appropriate form in
the language, if at all possible. Many languages have name-producing
words or particles, which may not literally mean ‘‘field of’’, but
which may be suitable for use in this kind of context, (words which
mean ‘‘place of’’ for instance).

In the discussion above I have tried to cover the range of meanings
which sade ‘‘field’’, can have in the Old Testament. But we should
remember that the different meanings listed are not entirely distinct from
one another; there are common elements or components of meaning
between some of the different usages. So the translator will often need to
decide which elements are in focus and essential to the meaning in a
particular context, and then translate accordingly.

For instance, the statement that a person was ‘‘out in the fields”
may mean in one context that the person was working on his or her
farmland (meaning 3), or it may simply be saying that the person was
outside the town (meaning 4), or again it may mean that the person was
in the open countryside. In most cases the context will show the
translator which meaning is intended.

In most languages it will be almost impossible to use a single term
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for all the different meanings of sade, without making the translation
hard to understand. So this term is a good example to illustrate the
translation principle that we must seek the best equivalent for a word in
each of the contexts where it is found, and not try to be ‘‘consistent’
without taking the context into account.

HOWARD A. HATTON
UNRAVELING THE AGENTS AND EVENTS

The Rev. Dr Howard A. Hatton is a UBS Translation Consultant based in Guam

Introduction

During my years as a UBS Translation Consultant I have advised many
translators whose languages either do not have passive constructions at
all, or use other constructions like passives, but in a limited way. In
many instances where passive constructions occur in the Greek, and thus
also in the English models which translators are using, translators
working in the types of languages referred to above have to determine
who is the agent or ‘‘doer’” of the action, and refer to he/she/it in
words. If the agent is uncertain, then some type of indefinite or vague
agent is used.

Earlier in my career, I tended to dutifully advise translators to follow
GNB'’s interpretation of the maxim en ho metro... “‘in the measure’’, in
Mk 4.24, Mt 7.1 and Lk 6.38. As far as I know there was only one time
that I erred and missed the point; that was the translation of Lk 6.38 in
the Thai Common Language NT. The Thai text says: ‘‘For the way you
act towards others is the way you yourself will be treated.”’

Recently in Micronesia I was sitting with the Ulithian translation
committee gazing out at the limitless, sparkling, azure waters of the
Pacific Ocean, which was begging us all to forsake exegetical concerns
and go fishing—a reputable biblical pursuit. The translator, his lei askew
on his head, nodded sleepily beside me, quite confident that his
translation would survive the attacks of his comrades and the ravages of
time. The committee members were wrestling with Mk 4.24-25. Now,
having seen these two verses admirably translated into Thai and a
number of other languages, with seeming ecase and clarity, I was
surprised that we were taking so much time to decide on a suitable
translation. For one thing there was the very practical concern that the
time schedule which I had set for the project might be in danger of being
scrapped. Finally I asked one of the committee members, a highly
trained Jesuit priest, what the problem was. He said, ‘‘They want to
know what is being given away in verse 25.”’

I was puzzled! This was the first time in 17 years that any translator



