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DEBRECENI EGYETEM FoLIA URALICA DEBRECENIENSIA 12.
FINNUGOR NYELVTUDOMANYI TANSZEK DEBRECEN, 2005

Neological Aspirations
in a Few Recent Finno-Ugric Bible Translations”

Laszlo KERESZTES

1. Introduction. The majority of the Finno-Ugric (Uralic) languages
don’t have archaic linguistic records that could help the linguists to outline
the distant past of these languages by internal reconstruction. The literacy of
all our related languages, with the exceptions of Finnish, Komi and Hungar-
ian, is only a few centuries old, and on the basis of it, we can get to know
only their recent past.

In this respect, those word lists and short texts are precious, which, in the
overwhelming majority from the second half of the 18th century, prove that
in some Orthodox monastic centres (in the east from Moscow, in the Volga
region: Nizhniy Novgorod, then Kazan; in Siberia: Tyumen; in the west from
Moscow: Tver, later in the north, in Karelia: Petrozavodsk) attempts at the
translation of the New Testament into different minority languages of Russia
were made in the form of a certain team-work. The youth of the Finno-Ugric
peoples studying there at the time, the majority of whom were trained to do
missionary work, must have taken an active part in this. The fact that the
translations of the texts were done comparatively fast in the beginning of the
19th century supports the existence of this preparatory work. The translations
were also published in print as early as the 1820s, mainly parts of, or the
whole New Testament (the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, and the epistles
written to various Christian communities). Catechisms were made to clarify
the practical questions of religious life. We have only secondary evidences
for the existence of parts of earlier translations.

The Cyrillic script is difficult to use for the transcription of smaller Finno-
Ugric languages, but lettered monks could lean on it only, since there weren’t
any other means. (It was not different with respect to Latin in the cases of the

* This is the written version of the lecture held during the CIFU-X in Joshkar-Ola.
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Hungarian, Finnish and Estonian literary languages written today in Roman
letters.) Some monks travelled as far as the Western European universities
(e.g. Damaskin, alias Semenov, spent six years in Gottingen, where he got in
touch with Schldzer, as well). The work of translation was led by such eru-
dite bishops. The source was the canonical Slavic translation, later a modern-
ised version of it, of course, but a few accomplished clerics must have used
the Greek original, and they must have acquired some Latin and German
publications during their travels in the West. There were attempts to write
also in Roman letters only in the cases of certain Karelian dialects.

With the inhabitants being illiterate, these publications could not reach the
wider population, and the afterlife of the present translations is also question-
able. The translations of the 19th century overtly served missionary purposes.
The present publications also want to provide help for the resurgent religious
life, but we cannot expect that, as an effect of theirs, the number of services
(sluzhba) in the mother tongue would soar, or that the education of churchmen
in the mother tongue would start to blossom. The question arises: what do we
need these translations for? In my opinion it would be useful, if these publica-
tions were used as (obligatory) readings at school, at least.

2. The latest publications. In the spring of 2004 we thoroughly dealt
with the Bible translations published in Finno-Ugric languages in the frame-
work of the linguistic PhD training of the University of Debrecen. Most of
the Bible translations in the 1990s were published by the Institute for Bible
Translation (Helsinki and Stockholm). We owe our thanks to the Institute for
Bible Translation [Suomen Pipliaseura] of Helsinki, which gave us a free run
of its latest sources (cf. Csepregi 2005: 23-27), and we acquired the earlier
translations also, from the Research Institute for the Languages of Finland
[Kotimaisten kielten tutkimuskeskus]. The lecturers and students of the PhD
programme each made a preliminary study about the questions related to the
translations. Each of them studied the translations according to their own
fields of interest from different points of view: an etymological study about
word strata classified according to various categories, an analysis of a phra-
seological group, some contrastive studies on the basis of the different lan-
guages, and a historical linguistic overview on the basis of the comparison of
the earlier and later translations were written. Translations of a broader biblical
word set were studied in certain languages. Concerning the languages studied,
the spectrum is broad: we examined the Northern and Eastern Saami, the
Northern Karelian and the Southwestern Olonec among the Karelian dialects,
the Erzya- and Moksha-Mordvin languages, the Northern Mansi and the North-
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ern Khanty, but since the translations were made with the help of intermedi-
ary languages, we often mentioned the Russian and Finnish equivalents, and,
of course, we included the Hungarian translation in each case. Unfortunately,
the Mari and Permic corpuses are missing from the list. We are hoping for an
external help in the cases of these languages. The preliminary results of the
research were published in the eleventh volume of Folia Uralica Debrece-
niensia in Hungarian accompanied by English or German summaries.

3. A short comparative analysis of ’sin’. Raija Bartens’s excellent study
sets an example, in which the author analyses the Finno-Ugric expressions of
the word sin in detail. We can see, as a result of the examination, that when
translating the Christian ethicoreligious concepts completely alien to the
Finno-Ugric peoples originally, the translators often used those original
words which were adaptable from the customs and beliefs of the people con-
cerned. The ancient and the foreign terminologies co-exist (cf. Bartens 1999:
15-28). A remark here: the Mordvin corpus necessitates the word family
MdAE ¢umo, MdM suma ’sin, vice’ of unknown origin.

Bartens calls our attention to the fact that it would be worth to examine
the terminology related to the word pardon apart from that of the word sin.
” Anteeksiantamisen késitteelle ei 10ytynyt omasta maailmankuvasta analo-
giaakaan, mutta anteeksiannon ilmaisemisen selvittely onkin jo toinen juttu.”
[We have no analogy for the concept of forgiveness from their ideology, but
the examination of the expression of pardon is another matter.] (cf. Bartens
1999: 25). In my presentation I will give a few examples for the methods of
solving the problems of the concepts mentioned in some Finno-Ugric lan-
guages. Sin occurs in the following relations in the Christian, or at least the
Catholic, morality: commit a sin — confess — repent — forgive. 1 will give
some examples from various Finno-Ugric languages in order to demonstrate
the solutions to express the abstract notions of repentance, pardon, conver-
sion. The cognitive points of view, which served to reproduce the Biblical
ideas in the attempts of native translators, can be validated in the phrase-
ological examinations. On the basis of the more detailed comparison it is eas-
ier to find the occurent borrowings, calques, and ways of word formation (cf.
Keresztes 2002, 2004).

[I give the data in the headword samples on the basis of the most up-to-
date sources. The structure of the headwords is the following: *'meaning’ —
examples (Finno-Ugric: Northern Karelian, Olonec, Erzya-Mordvin, Mok-
sha-Mordvin, Mansi), Russian, Finnish, Hungarian, English translation [ac-
tually: literal interpretation] (source).]
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3.1. *forgive’
— Kar prosti meild midn ridhdt | Rus nmpoctr Ham Hamu rpexu | Fin anna

meille syntimme anteeksi | Hun bocsdsd meg a biineinket | Eng forgive
us our sins [actually: forgive us our sins] (Luke 11,4)

— Kar puitto ken voit pidstyd ridhdt | Rus xto Moxet npomaTth rpexu | Fin

kuka muu kuin Jumala voi antaa syntejddn anteeksi | Hun ki mds boc-
sdthatja meg a biinéket | Eng who can forgive sins [actually: who can
let sins off?] (Luke 5,21; 7,49)

Man xanm am épyenvisanvin-xe, monm Topym Acun nan xapexansin oc
am épyenusns | MAE a noadwinoepscoink, menenvcs Temsankax a nonoa-
cvinze muiHcouk yymonx | MdM xoa agh monoacacms nusmunensv ne-
JrcembCcHoH, acma Menenenv Ansinmesox agh HONOACLIHE MUHb Nnedice-
menmens | Rus ecnmu xe He mpomaere, To u Oter Bamm HebecHbiil He
NPOCTHUT BaM corpeiiennit Hamux | Fin jos te ette anna anteeksi, ei tei-
ddn taivaallinen Isdinnekddn anna anteeksi teiddn rikkomuksianne | Hun
ha ti nem bocsattok meg, mennyei atyatok sem bocsatja meg biineiteket |
Eng if you do not forgive, neither will your Father who is in the heav-
ens forgive your offenses [actually: forget/let off] (Mark 11,26)

— Man nay kapexanwvin xom-épysnaxmdeoim | MdE nonoasumes mons ne-

acememsv | MAM mons nescemmmue nonoasuxmeo | Rus mpomatorcs tede
rpexu TBoH | Fin sinun syntisi annetaan anteeksi | Hun bocsanatot nyer-
nek biineid | Eng your sins are forgiven [actually: are forgotten/let off]
(Mark 2,5)

— Man saymxonac kapexe xomwomu xom-épyenranxee eepmase | MdE ku-

HeHbeak nusiHenb nedcems Hoaoasums | MAM kunou nonoasuxme ne-
oicemmue | Rus xto Moxet nipomath rpexu | Fin kuka muu voi antaa
syntejd anteeksi | Hun ki bocsathatja meg a biindket | Eng who can for-
give sins? [actually: forget/let off] (Mark 2,7)

3.2. ’repent’ (= ’be sorry, regret’)
— Kar hyé jo ammuin ois jdtetty ridhdt ta kidnnytty Jumalan puoleh | Rus

TO MaBHO OBl OHUW MOKasuUCh | Fin olisivat jo aikoja sitten ... katuneet |
Hun tartottak volna biinbanatot | Eng they would have repented [actu-
ally: they would have abandoned sins and would have turned to God a
long time ago] (Luke 10,13)

— Kar hyo jdtettdis ridhdt | Rus nokatores | Fin he kddntyisivét | Hun biin-

banatot tartanak | Eng they will repent [actually: they abandon sins]
(Luke 16,30)
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— Olo muutakkua mielet | Rus mokaiitecw | Fin katukaa siis syntejinne |
Hun tartsatok biinbanatot | Eng repent [actually: change your thoughts,
change your mind] (Acts 3,19)

— Man kapwikansin gycvkacan ... maxym Hoan Hopoan -m eumuln népuan
nuncand | MAE con nesxcemmecm eumvxcmuysamuenv nasaemcwv Hop-
oan netico | MAM azon003b 3cb nesicemvchon, u con kcunoasenv Hop-
oan zstica | Rus u kpectunuck ot Hero Bce B peke Mopaane, ucroBeays
rpexu cBoH | Fin he tunnustivat syntinsd, ja Johannes kastoi heiddt Jor-
danissa | Hun és biineiket megvallva megkeresztelkedtek nala a Jordan
folyoban | Eng and they were baptized by him in the Jordan River, as
they confessed their sins [actually: throwing away/telling about their
sins] (Mark 1,5).

3.3. ’repent’ (= ’return’)

— Kar jos ettd kidntyne ridhistind Jumalah pdin | Rus ecnu He mokaeTtechs |
Fin ellette kddnny | Hun ha nem tartotok biinbanatot | Eng unless you
repent [actually: if you do not turn away from your sins and turn to God
instead] (Luke 13,3)

—Olo kidnniikkid (ridhkispdi) Jumalan puoleh | Rus moxaiitech | Fin
kédntykdd | Hun térjetek meg | Eng repent [actually: turn away from
your sins, and turn to God] (Acts 3,19)

— Man uawn xkapexanvin xyromynmau | MdE genssemooo nesicemnede | MdM
wapgmooa Illxaiimu | Rus nokaiitecw | Fin kddntykdd | Hun térjetek
meg | Eng repent! [actually: abandon your sins/turn away from the sins/
turn to God] (Mark 1,15).

3.4. Conclusions. In the Bible the sinner is such a debtor, whose debt is
written off by God: God does not see the sin any more, as if having left it be-
hind, taken it away, been conciliated, and destroyed it. Christ used the same
set of words. However, different words appear in the Apostolic writings (the
Acts of the Apostles, the epistles written to various Christian communities):
clear up, wash, etc. We come across the same images in the latest transla-
tions. (Cf. Biblikus teoldgiai szotar. Budapest 1972: 894-895.)

Thus pardon can be expressed by let off the sin (Kar, MdE, MdM), dis-
missing (Hun), forgetting (Man), giving as a present, or writing off, annul-
ling (Fin) the sin, or by using the passive-reflexive forms of the above men-
tioned verbs. Telling, confessing, regretting the sin: the repentance can be
telling about the sin (confession) (MdM), abandoning it (Kar), casting it off
(Man, MdE), the reassessment and change of the earlier opinion (Olo), or
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etymologically considering it as ills (Hun). — Conversion can be expressed by
turning away from the sin (Kar, Olo, MdE, MdM, Fin), by abandoning it
(Man), or by returning to the right way, or to God (Hun). Interestingly, the
expressions converging in the Russian (mokasitecs) and English translations
(to repent) were perceived by the translators of various Finno-Ugric lan-
guages in different ways, so in these languages we can find different transla-
tions. Maybe, partly due to this, the borrowings of verbs of Russian origin
are present in lower proportions than the paraphrases in their own words; this
is also partly due to the fact that the translators consciously strived towards
neologisms instead of servile borrowing. This tendency can be observed
when comparing the modern translations with the earlier ones.

The solutions can be explained by the different cultural and linguistic in-
fluences these languages were and are exposed to. We can see, for example,
that the Karelian is closer to the Finnish, and the Olonec reveals a more in-
tensive Russian influence (cf. Peneva 2004: 109). We can discern this differ-
ence even among the Saami dialects: the eastern dialects (those of Russia)
show similarities with the Russian, the other dialects with the Finnish (cf.
Armutlieva 2004: 23-24). Many expressions got into the Mansi from or via
the Komi, even when the Mansi language had its own word for the concept
(v0. Keresztes 2004: 78). The same can be experienced in the case of the
Khanty (cf. Widmer 2004: 130). The other smaller Finno-Ugric languages
examined show a preference for neologisms. Apart from this, we can find
specific expressions of the process in the phraseology: sin as a negative thing
is left out, or as dirt, it is wiped or washed away, or cast off, that is, they get
rid of it, return from the sin, that is, they return to the right way. The Finnish
shows more western, while the Hungarian shows mixed influences.

4. A short comparative analysis of *baptism’. I will give some exam-
ples from various Finno-Ugric languages in order to demonstrate the solu-
tions to express the concrete notions of baptism. Usually only one of the two
elements of the procedure of baptism is highlighted: on one hand, the immer-
sion into water, or the sprinkling with water, on the other hand, the symbolic
or real placement of the cross onto the person to be baptized.

4.1. ’baptize’

— Kar mie kassan teitd vejelld ... hidn kastau teitd piihdlld Henkelld ta tu-
lella | Rus s xpemnry Bac BOJOIO ... OH OyzmeT kpectuth Bac [yxom Casi-
TBIM U orHeM | Fin mind kastan teiddt vedelld ... hin kastaa teiddt Py-
hdlld Hengelld ja tulella | Hun én csak vizzel keresztellek benneteket...
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[0] majd Szentlélekben és tiizben fog benneteket megkeresztelni | Eng 1
baptize you in water ... he Himself will baptize you in the Holy Spirit
and fire [actually: I immerse you ... he will immerse you] (Luke 3,16)

— Olo anna ristie icciedds | Rus kpectucs | Fin anna kastaa itsesi | Hun
vedd fel a keresztséget | Eng be baptized [actually: let baptize yourself]
(Acts 22,16)

— Olo annakkua ristie ic¢cie | Rus kpecturcs | Fin ottakaa itse kaste | Hun
keresztelkedjék meg | Eng be baptized [actually: let baptize yourselves]
(Acts 2,38)

— Olo hyo ristittihes IZdnddn lisusan nimeh | Rus oHU KpeCTHIINCh BO MM
lNocnona Uucyca | Fin he ottivat kasteen Herran Jeesuksen nimeen |
Hun megkeresztelkedtek Jézus nevére | Eng they were baptized into the
name of the Lord Jesus [actually: they were baptized] (Acts 19,5)

—Man am Haunan eumoln nepuan nunacym, Tae nanan HAnnoin Jloinwin nu-
nHuanwl [-nol-] | MAE mon meinx nasasmuins 6e0bes, con Kapmu MulHK
Hasaemomo Hnesanvkc Otimesimco | MdAM mon kcunoaonzo eedvca, a
coH kapmau kemunoamonm Husapy Batimonoowcgca (-xkoocghca?) | Rus s
KpecTusl Bac Bojoto, a O Oyzaer kpectuth Bac lyxom CasaTeiM | Fin
mind olen kastanut teiddt vedelld, mutta hdin kastaa teiddt Pyhdlld Hen-
gelld | Hun En vizzel keresztellek titeket, & azonban Szentlélekkel fog
megkeresztelni | Eng I have baptized you in water, but He Himself will
baptize you in the Holy Spirit [actually: do with water, with a cross/
immerse] (Mark 1,8).

4.2. ’baptism’ (= ’immersion’, a Christening ceremony)

— Kar ta ottua kassanta | or. nponioBeays kpemienue nokasaus | Fin ja ot-
tamaan kasteen | Hun hirdette a biinbanat keresztségét | Eng proclaim-
ing a baptism of repentance [actually: take baptizme] (Luke 3,3)

— Olo ristindd | Rus kpemenwne | Fin [kastoi parannukseen] | Hun kereszt-
ség | Eng baptism (Acts 19,4). This Olonets word is not recorded in the
dictionary of the Karelian dialects [Karjalan kielen sanakirja], instead
ristieset [-st-] can be found which is perhaps a loanword from Fin ris-
tidgiset *christening’. In Finnish there is no such a word *ristintd which
could be a full counterpart of the Karelian derivation (cf. Peneva 2004:
109). In Finnish kaste *baptism’ is used instead.

— Man oc am népua nunusm cupwvln népra nuHynkee gepmeevin | MAE owbt
HABABMOMOMC ce NUUMeMAaHb HA8ABMOMACOHMb, KOHAHbLCI MOH HABAB-
moman | MdM osapsii kemunoagpmaoa puzghonv cs kcmunoamaca, Ko-
oamca mon kemunoagpmem | Rus u KpecTUThCsI KpellieHHeM, KOTOpbiM S
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kpettych | Fin voitteko te ottaa sen kasteen, jolla minut kastetaan | Hun
hogy megkeresztelkedjetek azzal a keresztséggel, amellyel én megke-
resztelkedem | Eng or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am
baptized? [actually: doing with a cross/immersion] (Mark 10,38).

4.3. Conclusions. Usually only one of the two elements of the procedure
of baptism is highlighted: on one hand, the immersion into water, or the
sprinkling with water, on the other hand, the symbolic or real placement of
the cross onto the person to be baptized. The first goes back to the Greek
terminology, which refers to the procedure of immersion (Eng, Fin, Kar,
MdE). In the Finnish, the verb ’dip, immerse’ and their derivatives are used;
there is a derivative from the word cross, which is of Russian origin eventu-
ally: but ’baptism’ means a ceremony, a Christening ceremony (Peneva
2004: 107, 109). The North Karelian Gospel translation does not include any
borrowings of Russian origin. The second is the Slavic terminology: baptize
and baptism are the derivatives of the word cross, which fact refers to the
symbolic or real placement of the cross (Rus, Hun, Olo, MdM, Man). ’Bap-
tize’ in the Moksha-Mordvin language must be an earlier Russian borrowing
considering its phonetic form. The procedure had to be explained further in
Mansi, because of this, the paraphrase includes both elements: the expression
"place, do with water, with a cross’ refers to being immersed into water or
being sprinkled with water, and to the cross being put onto the person to be
baptized also/afterwards. There is a dichotomy in Saami, reflecting the two
main cultural influences: baptism (ceremony) is a borrowing from Russian in
the Eastern Saami dialects, and it comes from Finnish in the others (cf. Ar-
mutlieva 2004: 23).

5. The significance of the Bible translations. Each new version of the
Bible translations reflects the tradition and the neological aspirations of the
given language. The Bible translations had played a significant role in the
birth of the Western European national languages, and they had made a cer-
tain neological activity necessary everywhere. The Bible translations have
played an important role in the preservation of the national identity of the
smaller peoples. It is especially true in the cases of the Finno-Ugric lan-
guages of Russia, which have been living in the grip of the dominance of the
Russian language, and the speakers of these languages are in danger of being
assimilated into the majority of the society. The newest Bible translations in
smaller languages in the 1990s can be considered as landmarks in the preser-
vation of the linguistic and national identities. The individual translators and
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groups deserve the highest appraisal, since they had to cope with the specific
and abstract concepts of a foreign culture complex.

[To make the enormous difficulties of this work comprehensible for eve-
rybody, I showed a part of the Gospel according to Mark (7, 21-22), which
lists the sins according to the Judeo-Christian religious ethics (cf. Keresztes
2004: 81-83). It would be impossible to reconstruct the original Greek text
on the basis of these translations!]

6. Things to do. It would be interesting to study the examined parts in the
earlier translations too, and map the correspondences and innovations of the
terminology. It is highly likely that the modern translators took into consid-
eration the earlier translations at their disposal to a great extent, and they
made few changes compared to these in the newer translations published by
the Institut for Bible Translation.

We can draw important conclusions from a historical linguistic point of
view with the comparative analysis of the parts of the Bible from the 19th
century, and from the end of 20th century: to a lesser extent in the field of
historical phonetics, but there is a possibility of argumentations in the field of
morphological history, however, the development of the phraseology and the
formation of neologisms can be followed up the most.

It would be worth to collect and organise the most important biblical
words in a dictionary, as Anna Widmer did, for example (2004: 127-139). It
would be sensible to create an international team of scientists. It would be
important to carry out a thorough comparative examination, and lexiconize
the neologisms, since the experience gained this way should serve the further
refinement of the literary languages. It would be highly beneficial if the vo-
cabulary of the newest translations became a common heritage of the
younger generations of the speakers of smaller Finno-Ugric languages, be-
cause it would significantly foster the smaller children’s linguistic develop-
ment. Furthermore, the methods and the behaviour would contribute to the
nationalization of the mother tongue (that is, to its differentiation from Rus-
sian) in the scientific and administrative fields, and later, in the legal field,
too. Those young people, if still existing, who will start school, can get to
know another culture complex apart from their own ancient culture. The lin-
guistic mediation presents a great challenge for the translators. By all means,
their efforts can mean significant steps in the creation and stabilization of a
literary language, with which they will learn to appreciate the values of their
own ancient culture more.
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JlestHuST CBATBIX ATIOCTOJIOB Ha KapelbCKOM (JMBBHKOBCKOM) SI3BIKE.]
Biblien kidnindiinstituuttu, Helsinki—Stokgol’m / Petroskoi 1999.
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