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Foreword

Two books above all others stimulated me to write this one. The first was George Steiner’s now classic After Babel, which I read with enthusiasm when it was first published in 1975 and have never stopped reflecting on. More recently, David Bellos’s Is That a Fish in Your Ear? (2011) showed me that it is possible to write accessibly on translation even for readers unfamiliar with the languages discussed. I have myself found wide and encouraging interest in the topic as it pertains to the Bible, and have benefited from a lot of excellent feedback on various talks I have given – much of it from those with no specialist knowledge of either translation or the Bible. A number of friends and colleagues advised me along the way, and I must single out Nicholas King, SJ, himself the translator of the entire Greek Bible, for his sage assessment on both the practical and the theoretical issues the biblical translator faces.

This is not a handbook on how to translate the Bible, however, nor a reflection on a personal attempt to do so. It does not chronicle the history of different versions either, but analyses how translators over the centuries have approached the Bible – and what this means for everyone else. In mapping the field it draws on some recent contributions to translation studies, but it is not intended to be of interest only to theorists and practitioners of the discipline but rather to everyone with a stake in the Bible, whether as a document of faith or landmark of culture.

The modern translations cited are principally in English, but some examples are taken from other languages I know. Writing this book, I often wished I had command of some of the non-European languages into which the Bible is regularly translated by dedicated linguists seeking to spread the Christian gospel, but I am necessarily restricted to those I can read with understanding. Fortunately, that does include the ancient Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek in which the Bible was first written. I draw on dozens of translations, but biblical quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version, Anglicized Edition, unless otherwise noted. This has become the default version for much biblical study today.

My work on this project has all been conducted after 2014, when I retired as Oriel and Laing Professor of the Interpretation of Holy Scripture at Oxford. I have since been a Senior Research Fellow at Campion Hall, Oxford, which has proved the perfect base for thinking and writing about the Bible. It has been a privilege to be part of such a stimulating, warm and tolerant community. The book is dedicated to all my friends at the Hall with great affection and gratitude.

I am grateful to my agent, Felicity Bryan, who so sadly died while the book was in preparation. Felicity was an inspiration and the provider of endless encouragement to me, as to so many others. Warmest thanks now to Catherine Clarke, who continues her work for all of us represented by Felicity Bryan Associates. I’m delighted to benefit again from the expert and meticulous copy-editing of Linden Lawson and the insight of my editor at Penguin, Ben Sinyor. With this book, as with my previous one, A History of the Bible: The Book and Its Faiths, he has worked through every line of the text and made detailed suggestions that helped me to articulate implications of my arguments I was barely aware of myself. It is said, with a nod to Schleiermacher, that good interpreters understand their authors better than the authors understand themselves; and this has proved true of Ben.

Campion Hall, Oxford

April 2022
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Introduction

Almost everyone who reads the Bible today reads it in translation. There are Jews who can read the Hebrew Bible (what Christians call the Old Testament) in the original languages, Hebrew and Aramaic; and Greek Orthodox Christians can understand the New Testament in the language it was written in, even though Greek is now very different from that used by its writers. Otherwise, however, it is only scholars and students of the Bible who learn the Bible’s original languages. Everyone else depends on translations.

The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century is widely seen as the time when the Bible began to be translated into vernacular languages. But the use of a translated Bible goes back much further. In western Europe vernacular versions came in to replace not the original texts, but the Latin Bible, which was itself a translation. Where the Old Testament is concerned, the Latin Bible in turn rested only partly on the Hebrew and Aramaic. It was a rendering made largely in the fifth century CE by St Jerome (d. 420 CE), who did use the original Hebrew and Aramaic, but also earlier Latin translations that rested on a previous Greek version. That Greek text, now often known as the Septuagint, had been produced in the third century BCE for Jews who could no longer read Hebrew fluently. As we shall see, most Christians from the New Testament writers until the Reformation knew the Old Testament only in its Greek or Latin guise. Very few Christians after the age of the apostles knew any Hebrew. And by the time that vernacular translations of the New Testament were being made in Europe, few there could still read either Testament in Greek. The Latin Bible was ‘The Bible’, just as for generations of Anglophone readers the King James (or ‘Authorized’) Version has been ‘The Bible’, and remains so to an extent that is striking, though not unique to the English language. Most clergy will claim to have heard someone say, ‘If the King James Bible was good enough for St Paul, it’s good enough for me.’ When I told a colleague some years ago that I was writing a history of the Bible, he replied: ‘Presumably starting with the King James Version?’, and was surprised to learn that I was beginning in the tenth century BCE, the era preceding Homer, rather than the seventeenth century of our era, the time of Shakespeare and the production of the King James Version.

So translation of the Bible is not a new phenomenon, even relatively speaking. Down the centuries, ever since there was a complete Bible, those who could read it in its original languages have formed a minority, and translation has been the primary medium through which Scripture has been manifest and understood. It is easy to miss just how remarkable this is. In Islam, which is the stereotypical ‘religion of the book’, translation of the Qur’an is frowned upon. Translations are described as paraphrases or guides to the holy text, aids to those who are learning to read it in Arabic, and it is only in its original form that it is authoritative. But Judaism, and even more so Christianity, are not quite so defined by the exact wording of a holy book in a language that many believers do not know: they allow, and in the Christian case positively encourage, translation, so that the meaning of their Scriptures can be understood by all.

Translating the Bible has often been seen, indeed, as a sacred task. Not only is it important in itself, so that the truth revealed in Scripture can be known; it is also crucial that it is undertaken with a properly reverent attitude. The translators of the King James Bible saw their work as a sacred trust. Translating the Bible was not, as they saw it, just like translating any other book, but demanded a particular kind of care and exactness. People’s salvation depended on getting the wording right. Biblical translation for most practitioners has not been a hobby, nor even a serious literary endeavour, but a contribution to human salvation and perseverance. Translators have been persecuted and executed for renderings of the Bible deemed heretical, while in the modern world large sums have been poured into the manufacture of new versions because they were deemed essential – especially in cultures never before possessing a vernacular Bible – that it is difficult to imagine being spent on any other book.

Yet biblical translation cannot be wholly distinguished from translation in general. Indeed, translating the Bible has often been the paradigm case of translation, not only because it has been translated more often and widely than any other book, but also because theories about how it should be rendered into other languages have been the framework for thinking about the work of ‘secular’ translation. Attention to the wording of the original (the ‘source’) text, yet also to the intended readership in the language the text is being translated into (the ‘target’), is present in every act of translation, not only with the Bible. The assembly of flat-pack furniture is rarely a religious experience, but anyone who has tried to match badly rendered Chinese to equally bad diagrams is familiar with the practical effects of poor translation. At a more critical level, the work of interpreters can aid or sabotage international agreements. In all spheres translation matters, and many of the principles involved are common to both biblical and secular contexts.

This book is about how translators negotiate the difficult task of producing usable versions of the Bible in the language of their own day, while remaining true to the original. It is a task that raises issues of faith and interpretation, as well as the obvious technical requirements, such as an intimate knowledge of the languages in which the Bible was written. This is not intended primarily as a history of biblical translation, though examples of different types will be taken from past practice, but is rather a discussion of what translation means for readers of the Bible, whether they are religious or not.

We will begin, though, with a brief history of biblical translation (Chapter 1), and with a special emphasis on translation into English. I then move on to detail the two main possibilities in rendering the Bible as set out by Eugene Nida, the father of modern biblical translation, usually known respectively as formal and functional equivalence – what most people would call literal versus free translation (Chapter 2). In reality, there is a spectrum of possibilities. Nida can be needlessly Procrustean, and I try to develop a new map of various kinds of translation, suggesting that the most interesting cases fall between Nida’s two types (Chapter 3). The pursuit of a ‘really accurate’ translation is something of a red herring: all types have their place and none is suitable in all contexts. While there can be translations that are simply wrong, there cannot be one that is uniquely right. Nevertheless, it seems irrefutable that some are particularly ingenious or brilliant. Following George Steiner, I argue that good translation involves a kind of equilibrium between source and target (Chapter 4).

From here the book spills outwards to address matters the translator must consider but which are rarely discussed – and the significance of these for all those who rely upon their labour. Should the style be modern or ‘traditional’ (Chapter 5)? Should the development of Hebrew over time, or the New Testament’s occasional use of archaizing Greek, be indicated in the translation? How far can differences of register be identified, and how should any that are identified be conveyed to a modern reader? Should occasional examples of ‘bad’ Greek in the New Testament be rendered in bad English? How much should the demands of liturgical use weigh with translators – and should this incline the translator in the direction of ‘inclusive’ language (Chapter 6)? Should translations register or elide the difference in meaning between Hebrew words in the Old Testament and their Greek ‘equivalents’ in the New – ‘soul’, for example, or ‘salvation’ (Chapter 7)? Are critical issues about the possibly composite nature of some texts to be taken account of in translation, or do they belong to a different sphere in which the translator should not interfere? Is the whole Bible to be treated as a single work, in which ‘intertextual’ links are to be noted and marked in the translation, or should each biblical book be regarded as a separate task, a self-contained entity (Chapter 8)? Should the original text be emended where it appears corrupt or mistaken, before it is translated (Chapter 9)? And finally, in the case of the Old Testament, which canon should be the basis for translation: the original Hebrew, or the Greek or Latin versions that have had an official status in respectively the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches (Chapter 10)?

These questions may seem a luxury to the practical demands made on modern translators, many of whom work in faith to provide the first Bible ever in a language for which they had also to devise the first writing system. In much of the world, it is demanding enough to give the sense of the Bible as accurately as possible, for those who have never heard its message before. According to the United Bible Societies (UBS), the Bible now exists in some 700 languages – more than ten times the number for J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, the only widely translated work of comparable length – and in nearly every case in only one version. Translators employed by the UBS, and by Wycliffe Bible Translators, work tirelessly to increase their coverage: there are, after all, something like 7,000 living languages in the world.1

One language stands apart from this. There is a huge number of English translations, with new ones appearing every year. It means that those with no Hebrew or Greek can compare different versions and at least see some of the possibilities for what the text might mean, and – I suspect – encourages other would-be translators to try their own hand at the difficult but rewarding task of capturing the biblical messages in English. And because there evidently isn’t only one ‘correct’ translation of any text, it challenges readers to be open to ambiguity and nuance in the text when they see just how differently various interpreters tackle the same book. It enables, in sum, the kind of work this book undertakes. And given this, it makes sense to ask searching questions about the theoretical basis of the entire enterprise, and the significance of its practice for the religions which hold the Bible sacred. On the whole, as Robert Alter argues, translating the Bible into English has been thought to depend on expertise in the biblical languages, but little reflection on the nature and practice of translation as such, and not always much literary talent. Consequently biblical translation is not highly ‘theorized’, whereas translation studies is now a growing field for other kinds of translation (and Nida’s ideas in particular have been assimilated into it, even though they were originally developed for the sake of Bible translation).2 There are theoretical questions that are not asked insistently enough.3

Theoretical does not mean abstract, however, and it is all too easy to underestimate the importance and the power of translating the Bible, as though it were a side issue in the history of religion and theology. The great religious awakening we associate with the Reformation is often thought to have caused great numbers of Christians who previously only had access to the Latin Bible to want to read the Scriptures themselves, and therefore to have provided the impetus for vernacular translation across Europe. Diarmaid MacCulloch has argued, conversely, that the surge of translations of the Bible made in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries – before Luther’s ninety-five theses and what is usually reckoned to be the onset of the Reformation – was a major factor in bringing about reform. Reading the Bible in their own language led Christians to see that many of the religious customs and ideas they knew from the Church were not attested in Scripture, and therefore to question them. That realization was a significant cause of reform, rather than merely one of its consequences.4

Translating the Bible thus drove religious change – and not only in early modern Europe. A millennium and a half earlier Christians scattered around the coast of the Mediterranean overwhelmingly used the Old Testament in its Greek translation as they defined their new religion, and we shall see how features particular to the Septuagint came to shape their ideas about the identity and nature of Jesus. Greek renderings of titles for the God of the Hebrew Bible, especially ‘Lord’, came to be applied also to Jesus, as we can see in the New Testament, suggesting a degree of contiguity between him and God that the Hebrew could not. This is not to say that Christians would not otherwise have come to regard Jesus as divine; but at the birth of Christianity, when his relation to God was not yet settled, the precise terms used to name him were certainly significant. Had the Hebrew Bible remained untranslated, it is difficult to imagine the development of Christianity in late antiquity following the course it did.

Translators have more power than they often realize, therefore. They are not mere conduits between an original text and a vernacular version, and translation is not simply the transferring of a body of information out of one language and into another. What is said is not separable from how it is said, and sentences expressing what we might call the same thoughts expressed in different languages are never exact equivalents. Translated texts that are purely informative – instruction manuals, for example – can sometimes match the original very closely indeed, but this is precisely because they lack metaphysical significance. Literature, however – and for believers the Bible may be more than literature, but it certainly isn’t less – is imprinted by the particular linguistic culture that gave rise to it, and its passage to and setting in another can be far from straightforward.

For the majority of its history, Scripture has been encountered almost entirely in languages other than those in which it was written. Its translators have been among the principal agents in mediating the Bible’s message to readers and hearers, even in shaping what that message is. Our picture of Christianity in particular – a religion formed in dialogue with translated Scripture – is incomplete without taking in the history, practice and theoretical underpinning of their endeavours.
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A Brief History of Biblical Translation1

The books of the Old Testament were for the most part written in Hebrew, though there are a few sections in Aramaic,2 an equally ancient relation – about as close as Dutch is to German, or Spanish to Italian. The New Testament was all composed in Greek. Sometimes it is possible to tell, from a syntactic or lexical feature, that the authors of the Gospels spoke and thought in Aramaic, which had become the normal language of everyday speech in Palestine by the first century CE. None of the books of the New Testament is a translation from that language, however, and some of its authors may well have spoken only Greek, such as the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews, and perhaps also Luke. Occasionally it has been suggested that one or other of the Gospels is a translation from some lost Aramaic original, but the idea has never gained much traction.3 By the time the first Gospel (probably Mark) was written, perhaps around 70 CE, Greek was already the main language of Christians, and it remained so for several centuries. In the 50s and 60s CE Paul was already writing in Greek to the Churches he had founded (and to the Church in Rome), in which no one, evidently, spoke Aramaic.

GREEK VERSIONS

Even before its latest books, such as (probably) Ecclesiastes and Daniel, were being written, the bulk of the Hebrew Bible had already been translated into Greek. Such translation began in the third century BCE.4 It was undertaken not by Christians (who did not yet exist), but by Jews wanting to help fellow Jews who no longer understood Hebrew with any fluency because they lived in Egypt, where Greek was the normal language of everyday life. At first the Pentateuch (the five ‘Books of Moses’, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) was translated into Greek, with the rest of the Hebrew Bible following not long after. A legend arose that the initial translation had been requested by the Egyptian ruler Ptolemy II Philadelphus (r. 285–246 BCE). This story is preserved in The Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates,5 dating from the second century BCE, which maintains that the translation was prompted by Ptolemy’s desire to gather copies of all the greatest books in the world into the great library at Alexandria (which did indeed come, in time, to be one of the wonders of the world, a kind of research university).6 He asked the high priest in Jerusalem to send learned men to make a translation of the Pentateuch, six from each of the twelve tribes of Israel, and these seventy-two scholars finished their work, with complete agreement, in seventy-two days. For that reason their version is called the Septuagint, from the Latin for ‘seventy’, abbreviated in Roman numerals as LXX.7 Aristeas does not claim that they were divinely inspired but probably implies it, and a later addition to the text says that each man translated the whole Pentateuch and every version was found to be the same, a feat which surely would have required divine intervention of some kind.8

Though the account is legendary, it is no doubt correct in implying that the Septuagint, and Greek translations of other scriptural books that followed, were made for the community of Jews in Alexandria. This community came to revere the translation as highly as the original Hebrew, and a sense that it had been made through divine providence passed into the Christian Church. It is normally this version that New Testament writers cite, and in later times even the theologians of Antioch in Syria, although this was a Semitic-speaking area, treat it as absolutely authoritative, just as the Greek Orthodox Church still does today. Though the name Septuagint properly refers to the translation of the Pentateuch alone, the term is nowadays commonly used to designate the whole Old Testament in the Greek Bible.

Once Christians adopted the Greek Bible, Jews started to suspect that they might have tampered with it and distorted the original Hebrew – introducing changes that gave more support to Christian ideas such as the divinity of Christ. (As we shall see, the Septuagint offered the first Christians things the underlying Hebrew could not, though this was a product of developments in theological thinking between the composition of the Hebrew Bible and its translation as well as linguistic features of Greek and Hebrew themselves, rather than the result of Christian interference with the text after the fact.) In the second century CE there were at least three attempts to improve the translation, by three Jewish scholars traditionally called Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion (clearly not their Hebrew names). They tried to make the Greek a more literal version of the Hebrew, Aquila to such an extent that some of his translations are almost incomprehensible, as we shall see later (see Chapter 3). Symmachus produced a new translation, in more stylish Greek. Theodotion’s version is closer to a Greek text found at Nahal Hever near the Dead Sea, containing the Twelve Minor Prophets, probably from the first century BCE – which may show that correction of the Septuagint in a more literal direction was already under way even before the suspicion arose that Christians had altered the text. Eventually, agreed versions of the Greek Bible established themselves, in three different editions (usually called ‘recensions’) used by Christians in different areas: in Alexandria and the rest of Egypt an edition produced by Hesychius, a bishop martyred in 312 CE; in Constantinople and Antioch that of Lucian, and, in between, the version recorded by Origen (d. 254 CE) in his Hexapla, a collation of six different texts of the Bible in parallel columns.

The Greek Bible as it has come down to us includes more books than the Hebrew Bible. These are the books known usually as the Apocrypha, though Catholics and Orthodox Christians describe them as ‘deuterocanonical’, that is, belonging to a second (Greek deuteros) level within the biblical canon. From early in the Christian era these books were known only in Greek, though some of them were originally written in Hebrew or Aramaic. The Hebrew text of Sirach and Tobit is now partly known thanks to recent archaeological finds. Some books, notably Wisdom of Solomon, were clearly written in Greek from the beginning. The deuterocanonical books were produced later than most books in the Hebrew Bible, mainly in the last two centuries BCE. Though they continued to be read by Jews, the Jewish canon of Scripture eventually excluded them, and they came to be revered only by Christians. The Greek Bible itself does not distinguish them from the books that also occur in the Hebrew Bible, and they are interspersed among the books of that Bible without any distinction – narrative books (such as Tobit and Judith) next to other narratives (Chronicles, Esther), and ‘wisdom’ books (Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach) next to other wisdom books (Proverbs, Job). This arrangement can be seen in a modern Catholic Bible such as the Jerusalem Bible or the Revised New Jerusalem Bible. Although it is a translation, the Greek Bible is regarded as the canonical text in the Greek Orthodox Church, in preference to the Hebrew. Whether the Greek Bible, as the Bible of the early Church, should be authoritative for other Christians too is a point we shall return to in Chapter 10.

ARAMAIC RENDERINGS

Jews in Egypt, living in a Greek culture, could not always cope with Hebrew; but in Palestine and Babylonia too Hebrew could be a problem, since Aramaic was the common tongue, and Hebrew was the language only of the learned. So Aramaic translations began to appear. Some think that Nehemiah 8:8 refers to this activity: when the Torah was read to Jewish exiles newly returned from Babylonia in the fifth century BCE, the Levites ‘gave the sense’, which may mean that they translated it into Aramaic. (The Torah is a Hebrew name for the Pentateuch, but it can also mean all authoritative forms of divine instruction, and in this case we do not know whether what was read was the whole Pentateuch, a selection from it, or other laws and directives that had not yet been canonized.) For a long time Aramaic renderings were oral in character. Indeed, well into the Christian era it was held that the Aramaic version, the targum, should not be written down but produced ad hoc after the scriptural reading in Hebrew in the synagogue, and must not be made by the same person, so as to avoid any impression that the targum was itself inspired or authoritative. Nevertheless, targums did come to be written down. Examples are Targum Onkelos on the Pentateuch, which had become the official version by the third century CE, and Targum Jonathan, a translation of the prophetic books, from about the same period. The targums offer quite ‘loose’ translations, sometimes even radically changing the meaning of the Hebrew text. Indeed, sometimes they offer what are politely called ‘converse’ translations, which give the opposite sense from the original. Thus God’s threat to the Israelites in Exodus 33:3, ‘I will not go up among you’, is rendered in Targum Neofiti ‘I will not remove the glory of my presence from among you’.9

A dialect of Aramaic spoken in Edessa (now Urfa, in south-east Turkey) also acquired its own Christian version of both Testaments, known as the Peshitta, probably in the second or third century CE: the dialect is normally known as Syriac. The Old Testament translation is thought to have been the work of Jewish converts to Christianity. The Peshitta survives as the Bible of the Syriac-speaking Churches (the Church of the East, the Syrian Orthodox Church and the Maronite Church in Lebanon).

LATIN TRANSLATIONS

Greek was the common language of the whole Mediterranean world and of the Middle East from the late fourth century BCE, when Alexander the Great created his empire, until the beginning of the Roman Empire 300 years later. Educated Romans were expected to know Greek. Christian worship was conducted in Greek, even in Rome itself – hence the fragments of Greek that persist in the Western liturgy such as kyrie eleison, ‘Lord, have mercy’. But Latin did eventually take over, and Christians, probably in the Roman territories along the northern coast of Africa, began to make Latin versions of the Bible, normally known as the Old Latin (Vetus Latina). These were not made from the Hebrew, but from the Greek of the Septuagint; so the Old Latin Old Testament was a translation of a translation. (The New Testament was of course in Greek anyway, so there we have a Latin translation of a Greek original.)

The first person to translate the Old Testament into Latin directly from Hebrew and Aramaic was Jerome (347–420 CE). The Pope, Damasus, had asked him to revise the Latin of the New Testament in the light of the best manuscripts available, but Jerome decided to go further and revise the whole Bible; and he took the major step of learning some Hebrew. Settling in Bethlehem in 386, he found a Christian convert from Judaism who was able to teach him the language, and he consulted other Jewish scholars, as well as using Origen’s Hexapla in the library at Caesarea. He produced a nearly complete translation of both Testaments.

Jerome’s version was not received very well at first: believers predictably preferred the translation they already knew. Augustine tells us that, when it was first used in what is now Tripoli, the congregation objected so strongly to hearing that Jonah was sheltered by ivy rather than a gourd (as in the Old Latin) that a riot ensued. Eventually, however, Jerome’s translation established itself, especially in Italy and in northern Europe, as the standard, or biblia vulgata – hence the English term Vulgate, though that was earlier applied to the Old Latin and only became attached to Jerome’s Bible in the sixteenth century. Jerome personally translated the whole New Testament, but in the Latin Old Testament to this day some books still appear in the Old Latin where he did not get around to them, notably Daniel, Maccabees and Sirach (traditionally known in Latin as Ecclesiasticus – not to be confused with Ecclesiastes).

OTHER TRANSLATIONS

During the Middle Ages there were translations of all or parts of the Bible into various languages, often as aids to study. The Hebrew Bible was translated into Arabic, though probably written in Hebrew script, by Saadia Gaon, a leader of the Jewish community in Babylonia in the tenth century CE. His version is still used by some Jews in Yemen, though there are more up-to-date Arabic versions available. Medieval Christian translations also survive in Ethiopic, and in many European languages. The Psalms are often to be found in translation, usually as aids to monks learning to recite them in the liturgy, and normally rendered from the Latin. There are fragments of Psalters, written in German, dating back to the ninth century and associated with the abbey of Reichenau on Lake Constance. From the fourteenth we have a translation of the entire Bible by Marchwart Biberli (1265–1330), a Dominican from Zurich. There are the remains of a Bible in Gothic, an East Germanic language (now extinct), which is almost the only evidence for that language, along with a biblical commentary in Gothic known as Skeireins, the Gothic for ‘commentary’. The translation, by the missionary bishop Wulfila (311–83 CE), dates to the fourth century, remarkably early for a rendering into a language of northern Europe – though Gothic was widespread at the time and spoken in parts of Italy and France as well as the traditional Germanic lands. Prefiguring the work of so many translators of the Bible for cultures in the modern world with no tradition of writing, Wulfila invented an alphabet for Gothic, based on the Roman alphabet but incorporating letters modelled on runes as well.

In England, Bede is said to have been working on an English translation of St John’s Gospel at the time of his death in 735, and King Alfred (849–99) apparently translated the Psalms, or more likely patronized their translation. Aelfric of Winchester in 1010 seems to have succinctly paraphrased, rather than exactly translated, some of the narrative books of the Old Testament, but wrote that he was hesitant about rendering Scripture in the common tongue because of the danger that the ignorant might misunderstand it – an attitude which hardened in the later Middle Ages into a reluctance to allow lay people to read the Bible at all, and which attracted the anger of the Reformers. A real translation of the Gospels can be found in the Northumbrian Lindisfarne Gospels, where the Latin text is glossed with an interlinear, word-by-word translation in the local dialect of English.

The Bible was also translated into Slavic languages, following the missionary activity of Cyril (826–69) and Methodius (815–85) in the ninth century: this was used in the liturgy rather than for private study, as with most western European versions. Once again an alphabet was produced especially for the purpose – now known as Cyrillic. According to the posthumous Life of Methodius he translated the entire Bible into Slavonic – what is now called Church Slavonic – in six months in 884. This extraordinary feat may be an exaggeration – he may have translated only the liturgical readings. But there is a manuscript from the following century, the Codex Zographensis, that does contain all four Gospels in their entirety in a Slavonic version. A complete Slavonic Bible was not produced until the fifteenth century.

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

It is clear, from all the translations surveyed so far, that translating the Bible was by no means a novelty by the sixteenth century and the time of the Reformation. The practice had continued in the years before Martin Luther’s ninety-five theses of 1517: the Bible was translated into various forms of German between 1466 and 1522, into Dutch in 1477, into Spanish and Czech in 1478 and into Catalan in 1492. It was Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in 1439 that facilitated such ventures – as mentioned, it has been argued that the rise in biblical translations made possible by the press helped to prepare the ground for the Reformation, rather than being a product of it.10

Even so, the drive to translate the Bible into various vernaculars gained a fresh impetus from the emphasis placed by the great Reformers, Luther, Calvin and Zwingli, on access to the Bible for all Christians in their own language. A translation of the Bible into Middle German had been made as early as 1350 and was printed in 1466, but it was naturally a translation from the Vulgate, and the translators had no knowledge of Greek or Hebrew. Luther, on the other hand, worked on the New Testament from the Greek of Desiderius Erasmus’s edition and produced a German version in 1522, with the Old Testament, direct from the Hebrew, following in 1534. By then his New Testament had already been translated in its turn into Dutch, Danish and Swedish. Part of his genius was to forge a kind of standard German comprehensible to speakers of the many regional varieties of the language, which was far more varied than English in the late Middle Ages – though for the benefit of readers in the north a translation was made into Low German, with a glossary of unusual words.

Catholics responded by producing versions of their own. The first, by Hieronymus Emser (1477–1527), adapted an early version of Luther’s New Testament to bring it closer to the Vulgate, and survived in use among Catholics in German-speaking areas into the eighteenth century. Even subsequent Catholic Bibles in German tended to adhere quite closely to Luther, demonstrating a point we shall return to (see Chapter 5): the difficulty of deviating from the classic translation of a text. This is the problem that has beset all translations into English since the King James Version (KJV).

There were Bibles in Middle English, the language of Chaucer, in the late fourteenth century – so-called Wycliffite Bibles, associated with John Wyclif though probably not made by him.11 Being tainted with Lollardy, a sort of proto-Protestant movement critical of the Church’s structures, and of which Wyclif was a leader, these were opposed by the Church hierarchy, as was also the significant translation into modern English by William Tyndale (1494–1536), who had produced his own rendering of the Greek New Testament, inspired by Luther’s, by 1526. Like so many translators in this period he added his own notes, and translated many terms in a way that was tendentious: thus ‘penance’ was rendered ‘repentance’, undermining the medieval system of penitential practices, including indulgences, which were to be such a major negative theme in Luther’s teaching. Many copies of Tyndale’s New Testament were burnt, and Thomas More wrote a refutation in 1529, describing it as heretical; Tyndale himself was arrested and executed in 1536 when he was halfway through translating the Old Testament from Hebrew.

Yet only a year later Tyndale’s version was completed by John Rogers, his associate, and published for the English market as the Matthew Bible, and it was licensed by Henry VIII. By the end of 1539 England had the Great Bible, edited by Miles Coverdale (who had produced a translation of his own in 1535), the first official English Bible. The king directed a copy to be placed in all churches in the land, and it was also a success in Scotland. The Great Bible was essentially a revision of Tyndale as completed in the Matthew Bible, but where Tyndale had not finished the translation Coverdale worked from the Vulgate and from Luther’s German. The year 1560 saw another milestone, the Geneva Bible, produced by the exiles in Geneva who had fled the persecution of the Catholic Queen Mary. In private and domestic use this supplanted previous versions, and it is the Bible of Shakespeare, John Donne and George Herbert, as well as of Oliver Cromwell, John Bunyan and indeed of King James himself; it was also the first vernacular Bible to be printed in Scotland.12 In 1568 there followed the Bishops’ Bible, an official attempt at a compromise between the Great Bible and the Geneva Bible. It did not become popular despite official instruction that it be read in churches, but it was the immediate basis for the King James Version of 1611. Bruce M. Metzger, an expert on biblical translations, comments that ‘for the idiom and vocabulary, Tyndale deserves the greatest credit; for the melody and harmony, Coverdale; for scholarship and accuracy, the Geneva version’.13

Catholics also produced Bibles in English: the Rheims-Douai New Testament appeared in 1582, with the Old Testament following in 1609–10. This was a translation of the Vulgate and used a lot of Latinate terms, at which the King James translators had an enjoyable tilt: ‘we have shunned the obscuritie of the papists … of purpose to darken the sence, that since they must needs translate the Bible, yet by the language thereof, it may be kept from being understood’.14 Soon there were Bibles in almost all the languages of Europe, in both Protestant and Catholic countries. Even though the liturgy remained in Latin until the 1960s, many Catholics around the world have used vernacular Bibles for study, and to refute Protestants.

THE KING JAMES VERSION

In 1604 the Puritan party in the Church of England petitioned the King (James I of England, James VI of Scotland) to commission a new translation to improve on both the Bishops’ and the Geneva Bible. Rather than work in haste, as previous translators had done, the six ‘companies’ based in Westminster, Oxford and Cambridge were allowed to take their time, and to take account of improved knowledge of Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. So it was six years before publication of the ‘Authorized Version’ – though it was never actually authorized, despite the fact that the king had commissioned the translators. These included some of the best scholars of the day, overseen by Lancelot Andrewes, successively Bishop of Chichester, Ely and Winchester, and a great prose stylist as well as a formidable scholar.

The KJV was not a new translation. As the Preface puts it,


Truly, good Christian Reader, we never thought from the beginning, that we should neede to make a new Translation, nor yet to make of a bad one a good one … but to make a good one better, or out of many good ones, one principall good one, not justly to be excepted against; that hath bene our endeavour, that our marke.15



It is a statement enthusiasts of the KJV would do well to reflect upon: many of the striking phrases for which it is justly famous go back to the Bishops’ Bible, to the Geneva or Great Bible, and even to Tyndale. The KJV was slightly old-fashioned in its language for the time, just as is the Book of Common Prayer, using Tudor rather than Jacobean English. This is partly the result of its dependence on older models, but partly also deliberate, giving it a certain patina of venerability: we shall look at this device in Chapter 5.

TRANSLATION IN MODERN TIMES

The KJV held sway in the English-speaking world for several centuries, with occasional light revisions. It was not until the late nineteenth century that there was a serious drive to revise it thoroughly, resulting in the Revised Version (RV) of 1885 (the New Testament part appeared in 1881). One of the revisers’ principles was to use the same English word for the same Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek word, so far as possible – an important qualification, since languages do not work in such a way that it is always feasible to be so literal. The RV is thus a ‘formal-equivalence’ version, a type discussed in Chapter 3. The translators were assisted by an American panel, and the wrangling between the two groups poisoned relations in the world of transatlantic biblical studies for a generation.16 The American panel eventually published its own version as the American Standard Version (ASV) in 1901, and it became the preferred Bible for many in North America who were not firmly wedded to the KJV.

In the twentieth century translations of the Bible into English proliferated, and the flood continues to this day. In most other languages they have been less numerous, but the global reach of English has meant that publishers have always seen a market for new English versions. But the energies of translators have often also been directed to producing versions in languages that till now had lacked any translation at all. Indeed, biblical translators have often been at the forefront of recording and analysing languages previously without a writing system, in order to go on to produce a version of the Scriptures. This work is carried on by the United Bible Societies, the overarching organization that includes 146 national Bible societies in some 200 countries. Included is the British and Foreign Bible Society (now known simply as the Bible Society), founded in 1805. There are also independent translation bodies in many countries, such as Wycliffe Bible Translators, who have a clear evangelical allegiance. The linguistic skill and knowledge of these biblical translators is usually enormously high.

Modern translations into English are of two kinds. First, there are revisions of older versions, principally of the KJV. Once the RV had begun this process, it continued throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. In 1936 the Churches of the USA and Canada resolved to prepare a fresh revision of the KJV to replace the ASV but to stay as close to the KJV tradition as might be feasible, given the (once again) improved state of knowledge of biblical languages and culture. This Revised Standard Version (RSV) of the Old and New Testaments was published in 1952, the RSV Apocrypha following in 1957.17 The RSV was a sober and sound revision of the KJV, and soon established itself as useful alike for study and for worship: it sounds like the KJV, but makes sense in places where its predecessor is obscure or even meaningless. Catholics and Eastern Orthodox Christians came to see the value of the RSV, and in 1973 the Common Bible appeared, an ecumenical edition of the RSV containing all the books regarded by Protestants as the Apocrypha and by Catholics as ‘deuterocanonical’, such as Wisdom, Sirach, Tobit. In the following year it was expanded to include the three additional books treated as canonical by the Eastern Orthodox Churches alone (Psalm 151 and 3 and 4 Maccabees).

The RSV was itself revised in the 1980s to produce the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), published in 1989. This differs from the RSV in no longer using the old second-person singular forms ‘thou’, ‘thee’ and ‘thine’ in passages addressing God, and in opting for ‘inclusive language’, in which there is an avoidance of exclusively male language in places where women may be included. Thus Paul now addresses his readers as ‘brothers and sisters’ rather than simply as ‘brothers’, and many passages are pluralized: ‘Blessed is the man who …’ (Psalm 1) becomes ‘Happy are those who …’. These changes will be discussed in Chapter 6. The NRSV has appealed to many mainstream congregations in the UK and North America, supplanting the RSV.

Another and more recent revision of the RSV is the English Standard Version, which appeared in 2001. This was produced by conservative evangelical scholars, using the RSV as their starting point; but a Catholic edition, including the deuterocanonical books, was published in 2018, and then in 2019 as the Augustine Bible. It is more conservative than the NRSV, adhering more closely to a ‘literal’ rendering while introducing some inclusive language. There are signs that it is attracting followers in the Catholic Church among those who find the Jerusalem Bible (see below) too ‘modern’ in tone. As I write, it is likely to be adopted by the Catholic bishops in England and Wales for readings at Mass.

New editions of translations in other languages have also proliferated. In German, the latest Luther Bible appeared in 2016, in time for the celebration of the five-hundredth anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation the following year. This is a more conservative revision than the NRSV but takes account of much recent work on the biblical text. Also in German is the new Zürcher Bibel of 2007, technically a revision of the version published in 1531 by Huldrych Zwingli and Leo Jud, but made on the basis of a completely new study of the original texts, and among the best of modern versions.

The second type of modern translations begins from scratch, without reference to any traditional renderings. Early examples by individuals were the work of James Moffatt (1870–1944) in Britain, who published a New Testament translation in 1913 and an Old Testament in 1924, and in the USA of Edgar J. Goodspeed (1871–1962), in 1923. These completely abandon KJV style and attempt to translate the Bible as though it had never been translated before. Goodspeed in particular aims to give each book a distinctive flavour, which has seldom been attempted. The same is true of the later J. B. Phillips (1906–1982), a British scholar of the post-war period who published The New Testament in Modern English in 1958.18 Phillips, to acclaim from C. S. Lewis, translated New Testament idioms in terms of modern customs, so that Paul’s instruction that believers should greet each other with ‘a holy kiss’ becomes ‘a hearty handshake all round’ (Romans 16:16). Moffatt, meanwhile, was often very successful in conveying the tone of the original, as in his rendering of the famous passage on love at 1 Corinthians 13:


Love is very patient, very kind. Love knows no jealousy; love makes no parade, gives itself no airs, is never rude, never selfish, never irritated, never resentful; love is never glad when others go wrong, love is gladdened by goodness, always slow to expose, always eager to believe the best, always hopeful, always patient.



Another important solo translation, in this case of the Gospels only, was by E. V. Rieu (1887–1972), in the Penguin Classics series of which he was the editor. In a radio discussion Rieu and Phillips agreed that they approached the translation of the New Testament from similar angles, both producing what would now be called ‘functional-equivalence’ translations (see Chapter 2).19

In the twentieth century both English and French had significant from-scratch translations made by committees. The Church of Scotland initiated a new ecumenical version, published as the New English Bible (NEB) in 1961 (New Testament) and 1970 (Old Testament and Apocrypha). This avoided archaisms, used ‘you’ rather than ‘thou’, and printed the text in paragraphs instead of verse by verse, though it did not yet use inclusive language. The style was thoroughly modern, though felt by some to be rather academic, and the scholarship behind at least the Old Testament was sometimes idiosyncratic. A revision appeared in 1989, the Revised English Bible (REB), and did take inclusivity seriously, as well as curing some of the idiosyncrasies; but superior publicity for the NRSV has meant that the REB has not had the impact that might have been expected for such an excellent translation. The REB returned to setting the translation out in double columns, which gives it a slightly archaic appearance that (in my view) detracts from its novelty.

In French there was also a highly innovative translation, produced in the Dominican École Biblique in Jerusalem and published in sections in 1948–54 as the Bible de Jérusalem, with a one-volume edition following in 1956. For this, the help of poets and literary scholars was enlisted. Verse texts, such as the Psalms, are rendered in metrical lines, while the underlying scholarship – as befits the place of origin – is of an extremely high standard, expressed in invaluable notes and introductions to the various biblical books. No attention at all is paid to earlier French versions, which was perhaps easier than with English, as there is no classic French rendering that might resonate behind the new one as the KJV does in English. In 1966 an English translation of this Bible, the Jerusalem Bible (JB), was produced, and it was quickly adopted liturgically by the Catholic Church in Britain and other English-speaking countries, and widely used by students of the Bible. Its achievement was that it not only used contemporary speech, like the NEB, but also tried to imitate the rhythms and tone of the original, rendering the Gospel of John, for example, in a rather more stately style than the other Gospels, Paul in colloquial English, and passages of the prophets in a broken and breathless idiom where the original conveys urgency and fear. The Jerusalem Bible was thoroughly revised in 1985 as the New Jerusalem Bible (NJB). It remains in many ways the most innovative biblical translation in common use. In 2019 a Revised New Jerusalem Bible (RNJB) appeared: this, as we shall see in Chapter 3, tended to row back more in the direction of literalism.

Jewish readers who wanted an English version of the Hebrew Bible were content for many years to use the KJV or lightly revised versions of it. In the twentieth century, however, a new translation was produced by the Jewish Publication Society in the USA in 1917, called simply Tanakh, the traditional acronymic Jewish name for the Scriptures (‘Law, Prophets, Writings’ = Torah, Nevi’im, Ketuvim). A second, revised edition appeared in 1985. It uses fairly modern English, but adheres very closely to the Hebrew and Aramaic. This makes it particularly useful for study purposes by those with no Hebrew or Aramaic, since it gives exactly the sense of the traditional, unamended text – especially if it is used with a commentary such as that in the excellent Jewish Study Bible.20

There have also been a number of translations of the Hebrew Bible by individual Jewish scholars: Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, Henri Meschonnic, André Chouraqui and Everett Fox. All these are what I call ‘imitative’ translations, in that they try, as few Christian versions do, to capture the flavour of the Hebrew original by using unusual forms of English, German or French. Most recently there is also a translation by Robert Alter, which does not distort the English yet still tries to be to some extent imitative of the original text. All these approaches raise issues that will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, but they need only be registered here as further from-scratch versions. A Christian translation that pursues the opposite course by assimilating the biblical message extensively to modern idioms, and would be regarded by most as a paraphrase, is Eugene Peterson’s The Message, published in 2002. As we shall see, the tendency of Christian translators towards paraphrase and of Jewish ones towards literalism is an important phenomenon, related to and reflecting the two religions’ differing attitudes towards what is meant by the authority of the Bible.

There is another translation that is used worldwide by evangelical Christians in preference to all others: the New International Version (NIV), published in 1978 (‘international’ in Bibles, dictionaries and encyclopaedias usually signifies ‘evangelical’). It is rather a mixed case in terms of the classification I am using, since it has a certain KJV flavour and is quite close to the RSV/NRSV, even though it was a new translation rather than a revision of an earlier version. It has its own distinctive rendering in places that are doctrinally important for evangelical Christians. As the Preface puts it, the translators believe ‘that the Bible is God’s word in written form’. They claim that the NIV is interdenominational, which is true though slightly disingenuous, in that those who worked on it, whatever Church they belonged to, were all committed evangelicals. No Catholics or ‘liberals’ were involved, so the claim that it has no ‘sectarian bias’ is not quite accurate. It attributes the worldwide success of the NIV to the grace of God – a high claim for any translation. Only occasionally, however, does any particular bias appear. For example, at Romans 3:25 we read that ‘God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement’, which not all New Testament scholars would agree with, but which is an important formulation for those who believe that Jesus’ death was a substitutionary sacrifice, as many evangelical Christians do – and which they believe Paul taught. And at Isaiah 7:14 the main text has ‘the virgin will conceive’, as quoted in Matthew 1:23, though here the more probable rendering ‘young woman’ is given in a footnote. (The issue raised by these translations is discussed in Chapter 10.) Second Timothy 3:16 becomes ‘all Scripture is God-breathed’ – this is an important statement for an evangelical doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture, and a rendering entirely defensible, though again not agreed on by all. Overall, however, the NIV is a mainstream modern translation, neither particularly innovative nor overly conservative. An inclusive-language edition of it appeared in 2005 as Today’s New International Version (TNIV). It is the known evangelical provenance of the NIV, rather than the very few arguably tendentious renderings of the text, that makes evangelicals trust it.

Evangelicalism has produced many more versions of the Bible, often not differing very much from each other. We have already noted the English Standard Version (ESV), published in 2001, in effect a slightly more gender-neutral RSV, and there is the Christian Standard Bible of 2004 (the New English Translation or NET), which proclaims that it has an inerrantist agenda, though it is not clear how this is manifested in the actual translation. Very different is The Bible for Everyone, by two prominent evangelical scholars, John Goldingay and Tom Wright, published in 2018, where the Old and New Testaments (there is no Apocrypha) follow somewhat different approaches, each marked by a clearly individual style, and unmistakably the work of one person rather than a committee. A New Testament translation in a style contrasting with Wright’s is David Bentley Hart, The New Testament: A Translation.21 Wright’s version will be discussed in Chapter 2, Hart’s in Chapter 3.

The needs of people with a restricted vocabulary are met by the Contemporary English Version (CEV), produced by the American Bible Society (New Testament 1991, Old Testament 1995, Apocrypha 1999). The Good News Bible (GNB) had this market at least partly in its sights, but the CEV presupposes a still lower reading level, and cleverly gets around technical terms in the biblical text with modern paraphrases. There is a New Testament with an even slimmer vocabulary, which will be examined in Chapter 2.

THE FUTURE OF BIBLICAL TRANSLATION

For as long as Christianity and Judaism exist there will be room for further translations made by committees, a tradition in Britain since the KJV. Such collaboration is an effective way of maximizing the use of the work of many scholars and stylists, and producing a consensus version. On the other hand, it does not encourage bold new approaches. For that, translation by one or two individuals with a distinctive attitude to the task seems better suited. Bibles made by individuals, such as those by Robert Alter, or by Goldingay and Wright, invariably have a particular flavour: some may like it, some may hate it, but it is rarely bland. Provided the underlying scholarship is sound, the result challenges the reader in a way that committee work is unlikely to do. We should remember too that the KJV, though produced by a committee, rests substantially on the work of an individual, Tyndale, for much of its style, while the Luther Bible was a solo effort in origin, even if subsequent revisions have involved many hands. It is to be hoped, therefore, that individual translators will go on tackling either the whole Bible or parts of it, even as committees continue to produce mainstream renderings.

As we have seen, however, the challenges they will face are often perennial. In English, the KJV looms over all attempts to produce fresh versions of the Bible (see Chapter 5). It is deeply embedded in our culture and speech, and readers familiar with it cannot avoid seeing any new translation, however hard it tries to begin from scratch, as deliberately either imitating or avoiding well-known words and phrases that the KJV canonized – many going back to Tyndale or beyond. Yet for all the apparent timelessness of the Bible, especially as captured in traditional renderings, each age looks for something different from it, and translators inevitably respond to this – indeed, their efforts are a partial record of the exigencies and shifts of the history of religion and interpretation of Scripture. During and in the wake of the Reformation, translators had to render in new ways words that had been appropriated for the medieval ecclesiastical system they disavowed – so that ‘penance’ became ‘repentance’. The vocabulary of Church order likewise became an issue of central importance, making the decision whether to translate the titles for Church leaders as ‘bishops’ or ‘overseers’ sometimes literally a matter of life and death.

Translators today do not have to worry much for their personal safety, yet they too are obliged to engage with the concerns of their time. They need, for example, to think about expressions that now
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