What is Reception History and does it have a value in Biblical Studies?

Reception history has been defined in varying ways by biblical scholars, historians and philosophers, whilst its cultural impact is also expressed through literature and the arts. Professor of Religious Studies J. F. A. Sawyer viewed reception history as ‘the history of how a text has influenced communities and cultures down the centuries,’ (1), whilst his contemporary, the Theologian James Barr, in a similar vein, saw reception history as ‘the effects of writing, rather than origins’. (2) Both religious scholars focussing on the cultural consequences of the texts following their composition, whereas the Old Testament scholar Brennan Reed, sees it as ‘the study of how biblical texts have changed over time’ through various mediums.(3) The historian Harold Marcuse, interprets reception history as ‘the history of meanings that have been imputed to historical events’, and the ‘differing ways in which observers, and historians and other retrospective interpreters … make sense of events’ (4) focussing on the analysis of these events and their contextual significance.  Whereas the ‘godfather’ of reception history, the philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer, firmly believed that ‘History does not belong to us; we belong to it……. The prejudices of the individual…. constitute the historical reality of his being.’ (5) 
These varying attempts, from different fields of expertise, to explain what reception history actually is, highlights the differing opinions in academia as to its position. This eclectic range can be interpreted as proving its significance as area of study, as historians, philosophers, theologians and artists, all have their own perceptions of what reception history is. 
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However, these are influenced by their own academic backgrounds, or possibly, the way in which they receive reception history. 
The study of reception history was triggered by the philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer’s ‘Warheit und Methode’, (6) in which he conceived of two central concepts. (7) Firstly, Wirkungsgeschichte, often translated as the ‘history of effects’, enveloping humanities interconnectedness, both linguistically and historically, evidencing our different perceptions based on individual and cultural experiences. 
Secondly, Gadamer perceived the concept of a ‘fusion of two horizons’, (8), the textual horizon, the work itself, and the interpreters own internal horizon. Gadamer saw this ‘fusion of horizons’ as enabling a ‘consciousness of the hermeneutical situation’. (9) This fusion would enable the reception historian to read the text in its original setting, drawing on their knowledge of the period, to further explain the textual nuances and to better understand the composer and the derivation of what he saw as the ‘original’ or ‘classic’ text.
Gadamer heavily influencing both Hans Robert Jauss and Ulrich Luz. Jauss, who coined the term the term ‘reception history’, was a student of Gadamer and further developed his ideas, viewing Gadamer’s belief in an ‘original’ work as limiting, and recognised the need for an ‘hermeneutical distance’ (10) from this by acknowledging the context of the foundational text. (11) 
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He further recognised that the creation of any foundational text, must itself be a result of its contextual reception. (12)  In his understanding of Jauss, Beal views works of biblical literature, not as facts, ‘but an event’, (13) a moment of a meaningful relationship, and the study of that event, must be historicised just as much as any earlier event, including the text’s origins. Beal sees biblical reception history positively in that it can potentially bring ‘biblical scholarship’ into a closer relationship with other areas of religious studies. (14) 
Luz, a biblical scholar, was heavily influenced by Gadamer and praised his concept of Wirkungsgeschichte, as giving ‘us back to history’, and Luz beautifully elucidated how both history and texts ‘belong to the stream of history which also carries the boat of the interpreter.’ (15) 
However, Donald A. Hagner, in his review of a commentary on Matthew by Luz, considered that Luz was emphasising the ‘double-edged sword nature of reception history. (16)  Whilst praising the insight exposed by Luz in his commentary as ‘revolutionary’ in discovering new textual interpretations, he fears Luz is ‘simultaneously surrendering the quest for a foundational meaning in the text’ (17). Hagner understands that according to Luz, the original textual meanings carry no more significance than any others.
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This could be seen as undermining the very essence of what has always been viewed as the original Bible as the intentions of the ‘original’ author have no longer have any ‘special importance’. (18) Hagner is also concerned that Luz has created a ‘different kind of foundationalism’, (19) in that Luz separates ‘valid interpretations from false one’. (20) As Roberts elucidates, Luz is shaping his interpretations ‘by the very tradition that he then uses them to define’. (21)  All ways in which the Bible is received and interpreted should be faithfully examined and analysed.  
All reception history and its myriad of meanings to different scholars, poses the question as to when does reception history begin and how is the an ‘original’ text received? Brennan Reed poses the question of ‘Who is the last producer, and who is the first interpreter? Is there an ‘original’ text or an ‘original’ context? (22) As Breed explains, an ‘original’ point for both text and context are created by scholars rather than discovered. Therefore, there is no ‘original’, which has been amply determined by the discovery and subsequent analysis of the Dead Scrolls, clearly evidencing a complex range of biblical texts were still extant during the Second Temple period, at the time of Christ, with no indication of any version of the text holding greater weight than others. 
In terms of this evidence, one would have to agree with the conclusion of Breed, that biblical reception ‘adequately describes the entire history of the biblical text, from the beginning of its production until the present day.’ Thus, there is no separation between production and transmission, and there is no ‘original. (23)
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The book of Genesis is not an ‘original’, but is a primary epic, such as Homer’s ‘Iliad’, (24) and is an accumulation of numerous oral traditions and literary texts, from different cultures, religious traditions and geographical areas brought together as one. (25) 
It is impossible to discern a singular religious or contextual reception due to the diachronic nature of Genesis, and a large amount of the biblical text. This is evident in the tale of Noah from Genesis 6-8, as in this case, it would seem clear that flood story has been developed from older sources, such as the Sumerian ‘Epic of Gilgamesh’, which was probably derived from the Akkadian ‘Atra-Hasis, if not others older sources. (26) This opens up fascinating areas of biblical reception history and enables us to delve even further into the roots of our traditions, customs and beliefs. 
However, there can be seen to be limitations to biblical reception history, and Beal views these as threefold. (27) The first two refer to reception history as an area of study, with Beal concerned that the nature of reception history and its foundations in philosophical hermeneutics and the interpretation of words, precludes it from studying firstly, the anthropological or ritualistic origins of texts, and secondly, by ignoring the texts materialistic aspects, both socially and economically. This is a fundamental difference from biblical criticism.
Breed also evidences this in how the serpent in Genesis 3 has been perceived over the centuries, wherein the Israelites appear to have lacked an ‘embodiment of cosmic evil’, whereas a reception scholar may well come to this conclusion despite the lack of contextual evidence, to fit their reception. (28)
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They may well have centred their studies on Second Temple books such as 1 Enoch and the Wisdom of Solomon, when Jewish though was shifting towards a spiritual evil, whilst in Revelation, the serpent becomes ‘the Devil’. (29) Gnosticism has the heroic serpent assisting Adam and Eve to gain knowledge, whilst in Medieval Europe, the serpent has the head of a woman, linking to the weakness of Eve. (30)
This is similar to the concerns of Lyon, who believes that from an hermeneutical standpoint, ‘the mores of our own native discourses will predispose us to expressing preferences’, and that our attempted explanation ‘are always going to be offered as exercises in plausibility.’ (31) 
Lyons also feels that ‘tensions created by the interaction of our limited evidence with the events’ demand more creative ways in not only tackling the questions, but deciding what those questions are. (32) This is significant issue with reception history, as it is impossible to question each biblical text in the same manner. An understanding of a text, requires more than just a literary hermeneutical discussion, with the anthropological nature of the producers of the text also being vital in understanding the words.  
The third concern of Beal, which relates specifically to biblical reception history, is that the term ‘‘reception’ implies origination’’, (33) and there is no original, it is all received, whether that be the Pentateuch or the Gospels. As Beal states, ‘there is no such thing as the Bible’... only ‘the Bibles’. (34)  
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The producers of the canon of Christianity should also include the Coptic ‘Gnostic Gospels’ of the ‘Nag Hammadi Scriptures’ (35), the contents and context of which have long been dismissed by biblical scholars, if a clear understanding of the first three centuries of Christianity is to be better understood. 
Biblical reception history, has already progressed foundational biblical textual studies from its previous ‘stationary’ (36) form. It has an enormous contribution to make to the field of biblical studies, and can cement its role by incorporating anthropological context besides the historical, to broaden its understanding, and as Beal states, move towards a ‘cultural history.’ (37) It needs to reject the concept of the non-existent ‘original’ canon, and receive all scripture, wherewith to fully understand the Judaeo-Christian religion. All areas of biblical studies should include some form of reception history due to its ubiquitous nature and in drawing ‘its strength almost wholly from the widespread cultural impact of its subject-matter’ (38) a new horizon of biblical studies is in view. 
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