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Conclusion
A translation such as this may occasionally give a translator a good

idea here and there, but it should definitely be given secondary status if
used at all by translators. Its exegesis should not be accepted without
carefully cross-checking a number of other modern versions. And it
should not even be consulted with regard to textual questions.

JOHN ELLINGTON

NOTES

Translation of talanton "talent"

This note deals with the translation of the term talanton "talent", as it is
used in Mt 25.12-31 in the "Parable of the Talents". To convey an
important part of the meaning of the parable it is necessary that talanton
be translated as a large amount of locally used money.

The problem of translating units of money (as well as other units of
weights and measures) was addressed by Euan Fry in The Bible
Translator in April 1978 (pages 237-243). Fry concludes that using units
with names like cab, mina, hin, and so on, puts upon the reader an
unnecessary burden to use extra footnotes or tables. The unit to be
translated should be considered as any other part of the original text and
translated into terms the modern reader will understand: "As a general
rule, then, references to money, weights, and measures should be
expressed in terms of present day equivalents, using those units of
measurement with which readers are familiar" (page 238).

Finally, Fry points out that with regard to the Parable of the Talents
the value of the money used in translation is not important, only that the
ratio of 5:2:1 be retained.

With this last point I respectfully disagree. At first reading the
amounts involved might seem unimportant to the Gospel authors.
Matthew's telling of the story uses sums that are many times greater than
those found in Luke's account (Mt 25.12-31; Lk 19.11-27). But this
difference is significant, and should be retained in translations.

* * *
Let us briefly compare the Parable of the Talents/Pounds as it is

found in Luke and Matthew. The context of each story is critical to the
author's use of different sums of money. In Luke the parable is used to
help account for the delay in Christ's return. The opening line of Luke's
version is verse 19.11: " ... he proceeded to tell a parable, because he was
near to Jerusalem and because they supposed that the kingdom of God
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was to appear immediately." The author wishes to tell his readers to be
patient in waiting for the end of time. The parable which follows
describes a man who goes "into a far country to receive a kingdom" and
who settles accounts upon his return. To those servants who acted
correctly the master shows favor; to those citizens who opposed his reign
the master gives a penalty of death. Luke places an emphasis on the right
use of goods when faced with a delay in reckoning.

Matthew on the other hand places the parable in his twenty-fifth
chapter with its entire focus placed precisely on the end of time.
Matthew's account of the man and his servants emphasizes the generous
use of the things we have been given, not only because of the account we
will be called to give at the final judgement, but because God is generous
to us! Thus Matthew's telling of the "talents" parable is followed by the
parable of the sheep and goats, with judgement based on our giving to
those in need. We will be judged on our giving to others because God
has given so much to us.

Matthew's emphasis on the generosity of God stands out in his
choice of sums entrusted to the servants as their master leaves. In Luke,
each servant receives one mina, the mina being worth about three
month's wages for a laborer. (For the right impact we should convert
this sum into the local currency of our own country. For the United
States of America, for example, the amount given the last servant is
between $2,000 and $3,000.) In marked contrast Matthew makes his
sums worth sixty times those found in Luke. Thus even the "wicked
servant" who receives the least receives the equivalent of '180,000 US
dollars. Here again we should convert the Greek coin to/anton, worth 15
years wages of a laborer, into our own currency. (Another equivalent for
the value of a talent is given by William Foxwell Albright and David
Noel Freedman in The Anchor Bib/e: Matthew, "The talent was
equivalent to six thousand denarii. Two denarii would provide a man and
his family with adequate living for one day ... ")

* * *

The difference in emphasis between Matthew and Luke lies exactly in
the great difference of money the servants receive. The amounts given in
Luke are reasonable sums to be managed wisely. Matthew's
extraordinary amounts show the incredible generosity of God's gifts to
each of us. Even those who have been given the least have been given
more than they could ever have imagined.

Finally then, to return to the mechanics of translation, the translator
must convey more than just the ratio of 5:2:1 in Matthew's parable. The
point is not just "little, bigger, biggest", but closer to "little elephant,
bigger elephant, biggest elephant." All are large from the start! In
different cultures the task of conveying enormous sums of money will be
easier or harder depending on the use of currency, currency fluctuation,
and so on. (Fry points out the difficulties of using modern currencies for
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translations of sums of ancient moneys: the value of money is constantly
changing, and there are different ways of arriving at modern equivalents
for the sums of money which appear in the Bible.) My advice is to
translate talanton as whatever is the most reasonably stable but
commonly used source of wealth. For instance, using "a bag of gold" as
the translation for talanton is unacceptable in the United States.
Although the price of gold is reasonably stable, the average citizen does
not deal with gold as money. Thus using "gold" for talanton loses the
impact that the original hearers would have had in hearing "ten talents",
that is "one million dollars!"

A final note of encouragement for those who see this translation of
currencies as needing constant updating. It is true that using local
currency will require revised editions and greater care. But it is this
greater care that will keep the word of God as a living word.

J. NAEGELE

* * *

A comment in response:
Naegele's point of disagreement with my original article seems to be

based on a misunderstanding of what I intended to say about the money
values in the Parable of the Talents. My concern was that the ratio of 5:
2:1 between the sums of money should be evident to the reader, and that
this is more important than carrying through a precise conversion to
modern equivalents. I would be as concerned as Naegele that the order
of magnitude of the sums of money involved should be conveyed in the
translation. So I would be happy with a rendering like 500,000 dollars,
200,000 dollars, 100,000 dollars, but definitely not with a rendering like 5
dollars, 2 dollars, 1 dollar.

E.FRY

Writing words as words in Kwa languages

The Kwa languages of West Africa (which include Igbo, Yoruba, Igala,
Ewe and Grebo, to mention just a few) are noted for a set of features
known in linguistics as elision and assimilation. For example when a verb
Ke comes before a noun object apu the combination is pronounced Kapu
not Ke apu. In other words, the vowel of the verb is typically dropped
(although the tone of the verb is often retained). Other typical
combinations are associative constructions (for instance egg-bird, "egg of
a bird", preposition-plus-object, and in the verb auxiliary system). In
setting up a writing system for a Kwa language, the difficult question is:
do we write words in their "lexicon" or dictionary form or do we write
words as they are produced in speech? (Or, as some have phrased it,


