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Our “sophisticated” Bible translators
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Stupidity,” says Jacques Maritain, “is always a vice.”  So are bad taste and slovenly work.
Maritain should have been the editor of the New American Bible, copyrighted by the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, and of the lectionary in use in America – a tenebrous mystery if ever there was one.  Please, your Excellencies, put these ugly and dispiriting creatures to death.

Sometimes you can benefit the Church just by ceasing to do something stupid.  Many of us have known such addition by subtraction.  You rip out the dingy plush carpet and the plywood, and you find a beautiful floor of white ash beneath. You strip away the whitewash to reveal again the colorful folk paintings of your ancestors long ago.  You convert bad children’s readers to fuel for wood stoves, and you pick up Kipling and Austen and Stevenson again.

So I’d like, in a few essays, to categorize the blunders our translators have made, to show why the NAB and the current lectionary ought to be sent to the netherworld, and their names be known no more.

The first category is this: Turning the palpable and visible into abstraction.
We are wrong to suppose that poets turn everything into vague symbols, leaving behind this blessed world of sun and wind, grassland and rock, sparrow and lily.  The poor writer thinks with dead metaphors, the drab and much-thumbed common currency of the journalist and the politician.  He talks about “marginalized” people without thinking about a margin.  He says that a leader has “free rein” but does not think about riding horses.  The poet is not so. The poet does not shy away from things.  Keats wrote wistfully about creatures whose lives will not survive the fall of the year:

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft
Or sinking, as the light wind lives or dies.
Hopkins could celebrate without embarrassment “skies of couple-color, as a brinded cow.”  Browning’s scoundrel of a bishop, lying on his deathbed and issuing orders for his tomb, can revel in the sheer physicality of the Masses to be celebrated in his church:

And then, how I shall lie through centuries,
And hear the blessed mutter of the Mass,
And see God made and eaten all day long,
And feel the steady candle-flame, and taste
Good strong thick stupefying incense smoke.
The greatest poets draw near to ordinary people.  A savage’s song may be savage, but it is not dull.

It takes real sophistication to attain the depths of dullness. Our translators have that sophistication.

*

Consider the strange Hebrew verb in Genesis: “And Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived, and bare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the Lord.”  That is in the eminent King James Version.

The key word is knew.  It is not easy to interpret.  It’s not supposed to be easy.  Recall that the forbidden tree was that of the knowledge of good and evil.  Were Adam and Eve to remain ignorant?  No indeed, since they had been made in the image of God, who granted them a blessing beyond what he granted to the beasts: they were to have dominion over creation.

This dominion has been shown by Adam’s god-like naming of the beasts, with God generously submitting to allow the beasts to bear whatever names Adam gave them.  It is also shown in the first report of Adam’s speech, when he bursts out in praise upon beholding Eve: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, for she was taken out of Man.”

Were they meant to remain free of sexual pleasure, like children?  That cannot be, since God has commanded them to be fruitful and multiply – with the Hebrew words for fruit and many transformed into verbs.  What, then, does it mean for Adam to know his wife, and how is that unlike the specious knowledge promised by the serpent, who told Eve that on the day she ate of the fruit, her eyes would be opened, and they “should be as gods, knowing good and evil”?

That question casts before us the mystery of personal being, and the very different mystery of evil.  To unite in the embrace that brings life is to know someone, but to rebel against the Giver of life is to cast yourself into “knowledge” that darkens the eyes and the mind.

So how does the NAB translate this powerful verb?  It smothers it, obscuring the connections among the passages I have alluded to: “The man had intercourse with his wife Eve, and she conceived, and gave birth to Cain, saying, ‘I have produced a male child with the help of the Lord.’”

Dreary.  A technical verbal phrase, “had intercourse with,” replaces the verb.  The earthy “gotten” is gone too, replaced with the pallid “produced.”  Eve’s triumphant cry, “I have gotten a man,” echoing Adam, “She shall be called woman, because she was taken out of man,” is reduced to a comment about a male child – when child is not in the Hebrew at all.  And “from the Lord,” direct, potent?  Reduced to “with the help of the Lord.”  What was God doing, boiling water for the delivery?

I’m not picking sour cherries.  What I have illustrated is everywhere in the NAB.  “Be fertile and multiply,” says God to the creatures and then to man.  Really?  When the Hebrew verb is built from the noun fruit?  In a story about what fruit to eat and what not to eat?  When Cain and Abel are supposed to offer the Lord the first fruits of their labor?

Everywhere – drab for colorful, vague for sharp.  Everywhere the translators avoid the concrete thing that bears itself and its figurative meanings and poetic echoes.  It is almost as if they wanted us to think less of the text and more of their footnotes.  God help us.
Blunting the straightforward tenets of the Faith
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2019/10/06/blunting-the-straightforward-tenets-of-the-faith/  

By Anthony Esolen, October 6, 2019
In a column a few weeks ago, I called upon the USCCB to drive a stake through the undead heart of the dreadful New American Bible – and the lectionary based upon it.  I said that I would discuss several categories of their blunders.  The first was the NAB’s drab preference for the abstract over the visible and palpable.  The second category is this: ideological tendentiousness, unhelpful either for understanding the Bible or for inspiring or strengthening faith.
The good translator or editor ought to burn into his soul the words of the Baptist: He must increase, and I must decrease.  Nothing and no one should obtrude between the reader and the text.  That doesn’t mean you will not profit from commentary.  But the commentary should always aim to elucidate, not to confuse, and never to thrust upon the reader the vague authority of “scholars,” who are often only a little club of like-minded people.

The NAB violates that directive at every pass.

Consider the very beginning of Genesis: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”  It’s bad already that you can’t get there without a “title,” “The Story of Creation,” which will be followed by other titles and subtitles, and separation of the text into blocks, not for visual ease, but for editorial decisions regarding presentation – what goes with what, and what doesn’t.  The mighty first sentence I have cited doesn’t exist in the NAB.  It is in the Septuagint, and in Jerome’s Vulgate.  It is in every other modern version of Scripture that I can find, in English, German, Spanish, French, Portuguese, Italian, Welsh, Swedish, and Icelandic.  It is not in the NAB.
What is there?  A grammatical train-wreck:

In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth – and the earth was without form and shape, with darkness over the abyss and a mighty wind sweeping over the waters – Then God said, Let there be light, and there was light.
What is this business about when and then?  The editors explain: “Until modern times the first line was always translated, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’ Several comparable ancient cosmogonies, discovered in recent times, have a ‘when…then’ construction, confirming the translation ‘when…then’ here as well. ‘When’ introduces the pre-creation state and ‘then’ introduces the creative act affecting that state. The traditional translation, ‘In the beginning,’ does not reflect the Hebrew syntax of the clause.”

Strange, that the Hebrew speakers who composed the Septuagint did not see it that way, nor did Saint Jerome.  The most we can say is that you might read it the way the editors do, but there is no call for it; the traditional reading is the literal one, rendering the plain sense of the text.  Why then would you not follow it?

The editors give themselves away when they bring up the “comparable ancient cosmogonies,” recently discovered, while neglecting to mention that those were pagan cosmogonies: the Babylonian Enuma Elish, most obviously.  The whole point of Genesis is that there are no comparable ancient cosmogonies.  That is its glory.
Everywhere else, cosmogony is preceded by theogony, the birth of the gods.  Not here.  Everywhere else, the myth-making mind of man focuses upon the origin of the stuff out of which the world would be made; for instance, the dismembered limbs of the malignant Babylonian mother-goddess Tiamat.  Not here.
Here, the earth, made by God but not yet lent any character, is tohu w’vohu, an excellent rhyming pair in the Hebrew.  These words do not just describe something shapeless, like jelly.  They are more powerful than that, morally and ontologically: formlessness, confusion, unreality, emptiness, says the primary Hebrew lexicon, translating tohu, and showing how that meaning extends to what is empty, unreal, worthless; such as moral unreality or falsehood. 
Luther’s wuest und leer gets the point across, as does the Douay void and empty, following Jerome’s inanis et vacua.  The sacred author did not have a metaphysical vocabulary; we have here his most potent way of asserting that without the creative will of God, we have what is somehow worse than mere absence.

It seems, then, that the editors want to sap the faith.  They say, slyly, “And hath the Church said that God made the world from nothing?  Perhaps so, but we cannot find it in the text.”

We see the same motive in their uncharacteristic turn toward the physical later in the sentence, where they say that a “mighty wind” was “sweeping over the waters.”  Aware that they are jiggering the text, they relegate the literal meaning to a footnote: A mighty wind: literally, “spirit or breath [ruah] of God”; cf. Gn. 8:1.  The reference to 8:1 is not pertinent, because the Hebrew there does not read ruah Elohim, spirit of God.  There, ruah simply means wind, as it often does; God is raising a wind to settle the seas after the flood.  But ruah in general means breath, wind, spirit, with reference to one’s principle of life, or one’s will, desire, temper.  It is an extraordinary image, then, that the spirit, the breath, the power of God should be moving or hovering or brooding above the waters.

That’s the action, but the NAB squad, having decided to elbow God from his place, giving us that “mighty wind,” could not then translate the verb as having to do with gentle movement, or with cherishing and brooding, as the Hebrew lexicon would have it.  So we have sweeping instead.  Instead of God intimately involving himself in what is otherwise without meaning, we have Him as an interested spectator, looking upon a hurricane or something, and then deciding to do something about it.

In other words, they have blunted the earth-shaking newness of the sacred text, muffling the profound theological insights, and reducing it to a fairy-tale.  They have made it less poetic, but more ordinary, everyday, and dull.  They use every schoolish excuse they can to offend against the straightforward tenets of the faith.
The NAB: Round three
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2019/10/20/the-nab-round-three/   

By Anthony Esolen, October 20, 2019
I have pleaded with our bishops to inject the New American Bible and the American lectionary with the deadly morphine they so richly deserve. I offer now a third category of objections (for one and two, click here and here): dishonesty about sex.
I was looking at 1 Corinthians 6, for quite a different kind of error, and noticed the NAB’s rendering of Paul’s reproof of the church in Corinth for admitting a man who had taken his stepmother to wife.

“It is widely reported that there is immorality among you,” say the NABers.  The abstraction renders the Greek porneia, meaning fornication, prostitution; a porne is a whore, a pornos a fornicator, and a porneion a brothel.

Does that occur to you when you hear the word immorality?  Me neither.

I grant that the NABers are not alone in the limp translation.  The RSV has immorality.  My modern Italian Bible, itself a poor version, has immoralitá.  But Jerome has fornicatio, King James and Douay have fornication; my French Bible has debauche; the classic Welsh has godineb, adultery; Luther has Hurerei, whorishness.  What’s with the sudden delicacy?  Immorality is not a charged word in Scripture.  Fornication – besides naming via metonymy the kind of sin we are talking about – is.

Ezekiel inveighs against Jerusalem for opening her legs to all passers-by: “Thou hast moreover multiplied thy fornication in the land of Canaan unto Chaldea: and yet thou wast not satisfied herewith.” (16:29) And in Revelation, the kings of the earth commit fornication with “the great whore that sitteth upon the waters,” who holds a golden cup “full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication.” (17:1-4) Does that treachery against the Lord occur to you when you hear the word “immorality,” or that apocalyptic abyss of worldliness and avarice and lust?  Me neither.

It gets worse.  Paul warns the Corinthians how dangerous it is to admit into their midst, without reproach, a sinner of such sort.  “Be not deceived,” he says.  “Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God.” (6:9-10). The NABers could not let that stand.

The Greek malakos, cognate with Latin mollis and English melt, suggests what is soft, mild, gentle.  In a bad sense, it suggests the effeminate, which here means men or boys who accept the passive role, that of the catamite, in homosexual affairs – the eromenos.  That was what the rhetor Lysias wanted Socrates’ friend Phaedrus to be.  Such was Antinous to the emperor Hadrian.  Julius Caesar was accused of playing that part to Nicomedes, king of Bithynia.  Cicero accused Antony of playing that part in turn to Caesar.

In all these cases we are speaking of what is consensual and not for hire.  So the NABers translate as if it were not fully consensual and as if it were for hire: “Do not be deceived; neither fornicators nor idolaters nor adulterers nor boy prostitutes nor sodomites nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor robbers will inherit the kingdom of God.”

The annotation is deliberately misleading:
The Greek word translated as boy prostitutes may refer to catamites, i.e., boys or young men who were kept for purposes of prostitution, a practice not uncommon in the Greco-Roman world. In Greek mythology this was the function of Ganymede, the “cupbearer of the gods,” whose Latin name was Catamitus. The term translated sodomites refers to adult males who indulged in homosexual practices with such boys.
Notice the weasel-word may.  Notice the learned deflection from the main point: the etymology of the Latin word catamite has nothing at all to do with the meaning of the Greek malakos.  Notice the suggestion that the etymology of catamite limits the meaning to boy prostitutes.  But not all catamites are boys, and not all are prostitutes.

Then there is the note on sodomites.  It is a lie.  The Greek is the compound arsenokoitai.  It means, simply, men who bed down with males.  Paul may have coined the word himself, to convey the idea in Leviticus: “If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination.” (20:13) Those males do not have to be boy prostitutes.  Indeed, the form of incest that the Corinthians have winked at is condemned in the very same place in the law.  Accept the one, accept the other; condemn the one, condemn the other.

The NABers refer us to “similar condemnations of such practices” in Rom. 1:26-27 and 1 Tim. 1:10, but do not bother to tell the reader that in Romans, Paul inveighs against what violates nature itself – created being; so that “even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature: and likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust one toward another; men with men working that which is unseemly.”

The fall of man corrupts his imagination and his passion.  He then makes foolish and horrible exchanges: “Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and four-footed beasts, and creeping things” (Rom. 1:22-23).

How to sum it up?  Paul delivers the hammer: Pheugete ten porneian. (1 Cor. 6:18)  The verb is powerful: Flee fornication” (KJV), Fly fornication (Douay), Fliehet die Hurerei (Luther), Fugite fornicationem (Jerome), Fuyez la debauche (French), and so forth: we are to fly from it as from death.  And the NABers?  How do they convey this soul-threatening urgency?

“Avoid immorality.”

Ah, thanks for that bit of wisdom!  What does it mean, literally, more than, “Don’t do bad things”?

The annotators say that Paul’s paragraph contains “elements of a profound theology of sexuality.” I will give them the benefit of the doubt, that “elements” does not mean “rudiments.”  Then why not be clear and forceful about what he is saying?
More NAB nonsense
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2019/10/24/more-nab-nonsense/    

By Anthony Esolen, October 24, 2019

Yet another category of my revulsion at the New American Bible (NAB) and lectionary: the awkward, childish, muddle-headed, and often ungrammatical avoidance of the masculine pronoun, with the un-English the one as the preferred substitute.
Consider the following:

He who hesitates is lost.
The one who hesitates is lost.
These do not possess the same force, nor do they convey the same meaning.  The first is direct and personal.  That personal pronoun he causes us to imagine an actual human being – a man doing something.  We understand, too, that he is universal; it applies to anybody.  If you doubt that, substitute with the feminine pronoun:

She who hesitates is lost.
Even the feminist will experience a moment of confusion and irritation.  Why are we picking on women, here?  Aren’t men who hesitate also lost?

We don’t get personal import from the impersonal locution.  But can’t we get that same universality across with the one?  No, we can’t.  The one, in English, immediately implies the other.  We use the one only in such contexts:

I took the one and left the other.
From Jesse’s sons, God chose the one whom Jesse himself almost forgot.
I didn’t see him there.  You’re the one I saw.
So what happens in the NAB and the lectionary, when the editors allow this irrational allergy to get the better of them?  Here is a typical example (Heb. 5:7):

In the days when [Christ] was in the flesh, he offered prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears to the one who was able to save him from death.
The one?  The one what?  The one, as opposed to whom?  The indefinite pronoun is – indefinite.  Of course we need the personal pronoun, him, to clinch the sense that we are speaking of a specific person, the Father.
“Language changes,” I hear.  Come down off that mountain, Moses, and tell us what else you have heard!  Language does change.  But the use of the one above, without any sense of some other, is not English.  No one talks that way.  No one writes that way.  No one in English has ever talked or written that way.  It is not contemporary, colloquial, traditional, gnomic, poetic, archaic.  It is a stupid solecism, and that’s all.

Am I complaining about a small thing?  Look at these words of Jesus: Give to him that asketh of thee and from him that would borrow of thee turn not away.  (Matt. 5:42, Douay).

Set aside the early modern diction.  Sure, it is out of date.  But the gnomic diction is not.  Consider these sayings:
Man proposes, God disposes.
A night not fit for man or beast.
He who is his own lawyer has a fool for a client.
One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.
Let him who is without sin cast the first stone.
He who sups with the devil should have a long spoon.
The masculine universal, man, and the personal pronouns he and him, lend these sayings a dramatic immediacy.  They are vivid, swift, and concise.  They call up images of persons doing things.  There is no confusion.  No one thinks that the blizzard might be fit for a woman.  No one thinks that a woman might cozy up to supper with Satan.  There is no reason to alter the language.
To alter them is to spoil them, and you often end up sounding like nobody who ever spoke or wrote:

One may propose, but God disposes.
A night not fit for anyone, including a beast.
The one who is his own lawyer has a fool for a client.
One small step for the one who takes it, one giant leap for humanity.
Let the one who is without sin cast the first stone.
The one who sups with the devil should have a long spoon.
And that is what the NABers do to Jesus – and the Baptist, throughout the Gospels:

Give to the one who asks of you, and do not turn your back on one who wants to borrow. (Matt. 5:42)
For everyone who asks, receives; and the one who seeks, finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. (Matt. 7:8)

Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.  (10:40)

No one has gone up to heaven except the one who has come down from heaven.  (Jn. 3:13)

The one who comes from above is above all. The one who is of the earth is earthly and speaks of earthly things. But the one who comes from heaven [is above all].  (Jn. 3:31)

Whoever has my commandments and observes them is the one who loves me. (Jn. 14:21)

What’s the deal?  Is he an off-color word, to make Grandma blush?  Since John above is speaking of Jesus and himself, why not simply say, “He who comes from above is above all”?

But no one has accused the NABers of having an ear for poetry.  See how they ruin the climax of Saint John’s soaring prologue:

But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name: which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.  And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us.  (1:12-14)

Blood, flesh, will – got them?  Now in NAB:

But to those who did accept him he gave power to become children of God, to those who believe in his name, who were born not by natural generation nor by human choice nor by a man’s decision but of God.  And the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.
Just dreadful.

Anthony Esolen is a lecturer, translator, and writer. Among his books are Ten Ways to Destroy the Imagination of Your Child, Out of the Ashes: Rebuilding American Culture, and Nostalgia: Going Home in a Homeless World. He is a professor and writer in residence at Magdalen College of the Liberal Arts, in Warner, New Hampshire.
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