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LOST (AND FOUND) IN TRANSLATION
ABSTRACT

Have you ever used Google Translate? A marvelous invention, it bridges the gaps between people who speak different tongues – it takes a Hebrew webpage and turns it into English, or a Spanish one into Greek.

The problem with Google Translate is that it translates the text but loses most of the context. That doesn’t seem so marvelous – too much is lost in the translation.
And that brings us to a question about various religious denominations: Which is genuine, and which is a weak imitation of the original whose message is somehow lost in translation?
Biblically speaking, we have two important translation events: 1) When Moses commands the people to write the entire Torah on twelve massive stones once they enter into the Promised Land and to do so in seventy languages! 2) When King Ptolemy commissions a group of sages to translate the Torah into Greek.

The first translation episode is an instruction from God. The second is compared to the making of the Golden Calf. Which is it then – are translations good or bad? 

Translations are bridges – some bridges are solid, others crumble and collapse.

The difference: the foundations upon which they are built. 
Only a bridge built by God will connect the two sides; a bridge concocted by man will divide.

Some denominations may be founded upon weak bridges, but for sure your soul is founded upon the bridges built by the Divine – expansion bridges, if you will.

LOST (AND FOUND) IN TRANSLATION

1. Translation Jokes
(A)

Shortly after he left office, President Jimmy Carter was perplexed to find his opening anecdote in a speech to a college in Japan greeted with uproarious laughter. When he asked why the joke had gotten such an extraordinary response, he received this reply from his Japanese interpreter: “I told the audience, ‘President Carter told funny story – everyone laugh.’”

(B)

Two translators on a ship are talking.

“Can you swim?” asks one.

“No” says the other, “but I can shout for help in nine languages.”

(C) 

Two German-Jewish immigrants to the Land of Israel are standing on the beach of the Mediterranean Sea, watching as their compatriot rows a boat ashore. Suddenly, a large wave capsizes the boat, and the fellow is thrown overboard.
“Hatzilu! Hatzilu!” he yells in Hebrew, meaning “Help me!” Help me!”

His two friends look at each other, as one says, “Hebrew he is learning. Swimming he should learn.”

2. Google Translate

Have you ever used Google Translate? 
It takes a Hebrew webpage and turns it into English, or a Spanish one into Greek.

The problem with Google Translate is that it translates the text but loses most of the context.

And yet, you do get a feel of what the original is trying to say. But it really is only a feel, not the real thing.

Translations are fascinating. When done well, they open a window into a whole new world; when done badly, they close up windows and build walls between worlds.

The Targum, the Aramaic translation of the Torah, was always a major part of Jewish scholarship. Indeed, until this day most traditional Chumashim, the Five Books of Moses, have a running Targum alongside the original Hebrew.

What can translation teach us about our relationship with God, with Judaism, and with one another?
The answer, as usual, comes in this week’s Torah reading.
3. Parshat Ki Tavo
This week’s Torah reading is Parshat Ki Tavo, and it begins:

And it will be, when you come into the land which the Lord, your God, gives you for an inheritance, and you possess it and settle in it…
The Children of Israel are given instructions how to live in an optimal and holy manner once they enter the Land of Israel. And then the Torah continues:

And Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people, saying, “Observe all of the commandment that I command you this day. And it will be, on the day that you cross the Jordan to the land the Lord, your God, is giving you, that you shall set up for yourself huge stones, and plaster them with lime. When you cross, you shall write upon them all the words of this Torah, in order that you may come to the land which the Lord, your God, is giving you, a land flowing with milk and honey, as the Lord, God of your forefathers, has promised you. And it will be, when you cross the Jordan, that you shall set up these stones, which I command you this day on Mount Ebal, and you shall plaster them with lime… You shall write upon the stones all the words of this Torah, very clearly.

Moses commands the people to set up massive stones and to inscribe the entire Torah on them. This is no small undertaking. It takes on average about six months to write a single Torah scroll on parchment; imagine inscribing the entire Torah onto rocks.

Then the Torah adds two words to really ramp things up: You shall write upon the stones all the words of this Torah, very clearly. 

Nothing in the Torah is superfluous. What are these two words coming to teach us?

The great 11th century biblical commentator, Rashi, says (quoting the Talmud
) that these two words, “very clearly” – in Hebrew be’er hetev – come to teach us that the inscription of the Torah upon these stones were meant to be in seventy languages. Yup, seventy languages!

In the beginning of the Book of Devarim/Deuteronomy, we learned that Moses taught the people the Torah in all seventy languages of the world. There, too, the word be’er was used: Moses be’er et haTorah, “explained/clarified the Torah.”

So, Moses taught the entire Torah to Israel in seventy languages, and now the Israelites are to write the entire Torah in seventy languages. This is what it means to write the Torah be’er hetev, “very clearly” – to translate it into all the languages of the world, for the all the world to understand it.

Thus we see that not only is translation/explanation not a negative thing but it is highly positive. Otherwise, why would God command Moses to teach the Torah in seventy languages and for the Jews to write it down in seventy tongues once they come to Israel?

And yet, we find a completely different story about a thousand years later.

4. The Translators
The Talmud
 tells us that in the 2nd century BCE, King Ptolemy commissioned a group of sages to translate the Torah into Greek. 
Translating the Torah into the lingua franca of the time seems to be a wonderful thing. And yet, this is what the Talmud says about it: “That day was as difficult for Israel as the day of the making of the Golden Calf, for it is not possible to translate the Torah appropriately.”

This seems completely at odds with what we have just read in our Torah portion about Moses telling the people to inscribe the entire Torah upon stones in seventy languages. If translating into one language is as terrible as the sin of the Golden Calf, why did God (through Moses) instruct the people to write it in seventy different languages? Why not Hebrew exclusively? And if there is a righteous purpose in translating the Torah into the world’s tongues, as we deduce from the fact that God instructed Moses to do this, why was the translation into Greek commanded by King Ptolemy compared to the Golden Calf?

And, most confounding of all, how could a mere translation ever be compared to the tragedy of the Golden Calf? The Golden Calf was one of the gravest sins that the Jewish people ever committed. Right after receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai, which explicitly instructed them not to create any idols, they went and did exactly that. With the Golden Calf, the Jews went directly against God. 
Translation, on the other hand, is the exact opposite: translation is disseminating the word of God and making it available to those who do not understand the original Hebrew. Every Torah class today is a translation or interpretation of the Torah; the siddurim/prayer books and chumashim/bibles in this synagogue contain English translation. How could the Talmud compare the fundamental sin of the Golden Calf to the translation of Torah?

5. The Answer
The answer provides us with a great lesson for our lives today. 
With the building of the Golden Calf, the Jewish people were not trying to go against God. Rather, with Moses up on the mountain downloading the Torah in its entirety, the people desired to have a physical representation of the Divine here on this earth. As they just learned at Sinai, the entire purpose of existence is to fuse heaven and earth, matter and spirit, body and soul, thus they thought that by building a golden manifestation of a divine ideal
 they would be fulfilling their raison d’être.

So what was the problem – especially as we see that just a short while later God commands the people to build a Tabernacle, which too will have golden elements?

The problem wasn’t the desire to fuse the material with the spiritual – that is, after all, the goal. Nay, the problem was creating an entity that was separate from God and one that God never commanded them to create in the first place. 
The inherent problem with making anything physical and calling it spiritual is the risk that someone may believe that there are (God forbid) different deities, different masters in this universe, that each physical thing is its own spiritual entity. 
And this is what happened with the Golden Calf. After making this new entity, one that God never commanded, the Israelites began to worship this new entity as some sort of master.

6. Translation as Bridge

Now we can transpose this same logic to translations.

A translation is a bridge between the source and the recipient. When someone translates something, there is a major risk in that the words and meanings may become distorted in the process.
But there are strong bridges, built upon solid foundations, and there are weak bridges, thrown together haphazardly. 

So why is it that Moses commanded Israel to translate the Torah into seventy  languages, but the translation of King Ptolemy was reminiscent of the Golden Calf?

What type of bridge between heaven and earth is not only kosher but a mitzvah? And what type is as dangerous as the Golden Calf?

Very simple: Any bridge, any connection between heaven and earth, must come from God. Period. 
It must be a mitzvah (a Hebrew word which shares it root with the Aramaic tzavta meaning “connection”
) that is commanded by God. Thus, every mitzvah, which is a physical act, is a commandment from God and thus is never, ever worshipped as its own entity. 
I mean, for thousands of years, Jews have been donning tefillin and no one ever worshipped the tefillin itself. For thousands of years Jews carried, preserved, studied and read the Torah and yet never did a Jew worship the Torah but God.

And yet, once they make the Golden Calf, suddenly the Jews were bowing to it. The difference: The Golden Calf was not commanded by God, and every mitzvah is. 
The seventy translations inscribed upon the stones were commanded by God. They were “Authorized Translations.”
 The one of Ptolemy was not.
7. Religious Denominations

And that brings us to the subject of religious denominations.

Many are Judaism’s denominations. But which are legitimate? Which ones (if any) maintain genuine connection to Torah? And which one got lost in translation, so to speak?
We have so many divisions: Chassidic, Yeshivish, Ultra-Orthodox (or Charedi), regular Orthodox, Modern-Orthodox, Orthodox-Lite, Lowfat-Orthodox, Organic-Orthodox, Conservadox, Conservative, Conformative, Reform, Reconstructionist, Deconstructionist, Renewal. Then there is Nationalistic, Zionistic, Humane, Inhumane, Secular (or Chiloni), Unaffiliated, Affiliated, Mesorti, Traditional, Non-traditional…etc. etc.

Well, let me tell you something. Not once does the Torah mention any of these names. So where do they come from? And which is legit? It’s not as if there were many Sinais with many different sets of tablets and many different Torahs – so if we have but one Torah, where do all of these different, sometimes contradictory, factions come from? 
The same question could be asked about the world’s two dominant religions – Christianity and Islam, both of which have many denominations, and both of which are but derivatives (some would say artificial derivatives) of the Torah.

Where does all this “plurality” come from?
Have you ever played the game called “Broken Telephone”? Of course, today’s children probably have an app for such a game, but the original game started with one person whispering something into the ear of the person sitting next to him/her, who whispered what he/she heard to the next person, on and on until the message was whispered into the ear of everyone participating. As inevitably happens, by the time the message reached the final ear, it had completely morphed into a whole new message, totally different than the original. For example: say someone began the chain by whispering, “God is great,” by the time it went through all the different whispered incarnations, it was something else. “God is great” became “Odd is hate,” which became “I’d lose weight,” which became “I wish to date,” which became “I will berate,” which became “I will exterminate … you.”

From “God is great” to “I will exterminate you,” all because the original message got lost in transmission.

8. Going Back to the Well
The Torah seeks to prevent the inevitable result of “Broken Telephone.” The words the Torah uses in directing the Jews to inscribe the stones in seventy languages are: “very clearly,” or be’er hetev in Hebrew. The Hebrew word be’er also means “water well,” as in the city Be’er Sheva – Beersheba – meaning “Seven Wells,” where seven wells of water were dug.

There is an etymological connection between be’er meaning “clear/explanation” and be’er meaning “well.” To clarify is to understand the source of things, and a well is tapping the source of the waters.

Denominations occur from unauthorized translations of the source. You want to drink? Go to the be’er, go to the well itself. Don’t go to some weak trickle that may or may not be connected to the original source, and may be even polluted.

You have the greatest gift in the world. You have the source. But even more: You have been given the tools, the bridges, the commandments to translate the source and fuse heaven and earth in a holy, pure, and authorized way.

9. Book Blurb (Humorous Story) 
An author once came to a great rabbi in Vilna, to secure his haskamah (approbation, or what it today called a blurb) on a new elaborate translation of the Book of Job he had just completed. And the great rabbi acceded to the request.

Subsequently, the same author came to the rabbi for his haskamah on a translation of the Book of Proverbs by King Solomon. The rabbi noted that the work was not as skillfully done as the previous one, and not wishing to offend by criticism, merely said: “No, I do not wish to give assent.”

“But, dear rabbi,” argued the author, “will you not tell me the reason why you preferred my translation of Job to my translation of Proverbs?”

“Well,” answered the rabbi. “If you insist, I shall explain. You know Job had a million troubles, so that one more bad translation of his life would be but a slight added affliction for him. But Solomon had a happy life, and I don’t see why you should make him suffer.”

10. How to Translate (Optional)

We are a people of language. Every Jew has an opinion, every Jew is writing ten books, every Jew maintains a running translation of the Torah.

And every Jew must translate the Torah into his life.

The only question is: How are you going to translate the Torah into your life? Is it going to be a strong bridge that connects heaven and earth? Or is it going to be a weak excuse of a bridge that barely touches the original source?

It is easy to drink from a stream; it is much more difficult to drink from a well. To drink from a stream you merely have to bend down a little; to drink from the well, you have to dig deep and find.

The Torah is not a shallow stream; the Torah is a deep, deep well. And, if we dig deep, we will find inside all of us the source and essence of who we are.

11. The Translator (Joke)
The Mafia was looking for a new man to make weekly collections from all the private businesses that they were “protecting.” Feeling the heat from the police force, they decide to employ an old Sicilian who spoke no English. If he was caught while on the job, he wouldn’t be able to communicate to the police what he was doing.

Well, on his first week, the old Italian collector picks up over $40,000. He gets greedy, decides to keep the money and stashes it in a safe place. The Mafia soon realizes that their collection is late and sends one of their hoods after the collector. The hood find the collector and asks him where the money is. The collector can’t communicate with this new generation of American English speakers, so the young Mafioso drags the guy to an interpreter.

The Mafia hood says to the interpreter, “Ask him where da money is.” The interpreter says in Sicilian, “Where’s the money?” The old Sicilian replies, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The interpreter tells the hood, “He says he doesn’t know what you’re talking about.”

The hood pulls out a gun and points it at the head of the Sicilian collector. “Now ask him where the money is!” The interpreter asks again, “Where is the money?” The Sicilian man replies, “The $40,000 is in a tree stump in Central Park.”

The interpreter says to the hood, “He says he still doesn’t know what you’re talking about, and doesn’t think you have the guts to pull the trigger.”

12. Differences and Denominations (Conclusion)
Differences, denominations, discord, disunion happens when we forget the source and replace the original art with a cheap imitation.

Today (and throughout history), with the atrocities perpetuated by certain religions in the name of God, we clearly see what how a translation – or mistranslation – can lead to something as sinful as the Golden Calf.

But, on the other hand, with the global accessibility and unparalleled dissemination of Torah made possible today with such tools as Google Translate and technology in general, we see how Moses’ instruction 3,300 years ago to write the Torah in all the world’s languages is actually seeing fulfillment.

The choice is ours. Every single one of us is a translator. The only question is: Are our translations going to be bridges built upon the foundation of Torah, or upon our own weak, man-made, derivative synthetic material?

When we tap the well, our source, the answer is clear, “very clear!”

Shabbat Shalom!
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� Deut. 27:1-4, 8.


� Rashi quotes from the Talmud (Sotah 35b) that there were twelve stones in all upon which the Torah was written. These stones were set up in three different locations at three different times, Jordan, Gilgal, their first landing in Israel, and Mount Ebal.


� Deut. 27:1-4, 8.


� Sotah 32a.


� See commentaries on verse, whether this meant translation or transliteration into 70 langauges.


� Deut. 1:5.


� See at length Likkutei Sichot vol. 24, pp. 1-11.


� Sofrim 1:7 states that Ptolemy commissioned five sages, but Tractate Sefer Torah 1:8 and Megillah 9a state that 70, or 72, sages were commissioned. See Likkutei Sichot ibid n. 6 and 73. This too is where the Greek version of the Bible got its name, Septuagint, meaning “seventy,” from the 70 sages.


� See Likkutei Sichot ibid. p. 6, that perhaps the calf was representative of the Merkava that they saw at Sinai.


� <Bava Metzia 28a.


� In addition: the translations on the stones were alongside the original Hebrew. Placing the actual Source alongside any translation, in general, is a very good way to ensure that the Source always remains.


� Humorous Tales of Latter Day Rabbis, Solomon Michael Neches (Western Jewish Institute 1945, pp. 34-35). 





