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Paraphrase & Explication

Pindar’s Nemean (xi., 38-48)
Not in every generation do virtues long-descended

Breed men of might.  Not always do the black fields bounteously

Give harvest; not with every summer ended

Like wealth will load the fragrant-blossomed tree;

But with changeful alternation.  So too for humanity.

Fate stands.  What God's disposal shall ordain us,

No token tells.  And yet we launch out evermore

On perilous quests -- our wanton hopes enchain us --

The tides of foresight lie beyond our lore.

Keep measure in ambition.  Sharp the pain

Of mad hearts craving what no hand shall gain?

                                                                                 F.L. Lucas (trans.)

Paraphrase

      Not every child obtains the qualities the previous generations possessed.

      Fields with rich soil do not always produce generously.

      The blossoms of a tree do not flourish every year as with one's wealth.

      Things change overtime; so will humanity.

      Fate is inevitable.  There is nothing to inform us of our fate.

      Still, man continuously searches hoping to find his destiny.

      Our fate can never be obtained unto our knowledge.

      Take notice of this desire.

      Emotionally-painful is the quest of looking for something that no one will ever find.

Explication
In lines 38-48 in Pindar's Nemean, Pindar explains fate.  The first four lines describe various parts of life that are not constant.  Fate has its toll on everything no matter what it is or what it does.  Just because a child is born in a family known for handsomeness does not guarantee that the child is destined to be handsome.  If that child’s fate is to not be handsome then it won’t be.  Pindar also mentions the rich-soiled fields that may not always produce a plentiful harvest.  The fourth line compares one’s wealth with the fragrant blossoms of a tree which will not build up each and every summer unless fate allows it.  The last line of the first stanza states that the end result of these things alternates in time and also with humanity itself.
Lines 43-44 tell us that fate exists no matter what and God’s plan for us cannot be determined by any means.  It then reads: “And yet we launch out evermore/On perilous quests.”  Pindar is implying that even though we should know enough to realize we cannot learn our destiny, man still wastes time and energy searching for it.  This is true even to this day.  All you have to do is look at how much money “horoscopes” and “astrology” scams make off of people longing to know their future.  The “our wanton hopes enchain us” portion of line 45 describes the human drive that pushes us to try to determine our fate because deep down, we fear the unknown.
The final three lines of the second stanza are where Pindar really gets point across.  Line 46 states: “The tides of foresight lie beyond our lore.”  We will never gain knowledge of our future.  In the final two lines, Pindar warns us to not go overboard with the desire to discover our fate.  This advice would be helpful today, with all of today’s phony psychics and the like.  “Sharp the pain/Of mad hearts craving what no hand shall gain?” describes the agony one goes through when trying to discover fate as it is an impossible task.
The message behind this selection from Pindar’s Nemean is one similar to the message of “Gilgamesh.”  Pindar wants the reader to know that searching for fate is meaningless and to not waste away time of your life looking for it.  Time is precious and time lost cannot be redeemed.
