Drawing on secondary scholarship and your own reflections, please answer the following: What is reception history, and does it have value in Biblical Studies?

Reception history is the investigation into how certain ideas become important, including initial form, evolution, adaptation, and how the ideas have since been read and interpreted.  Roberts offers the definition that it “comprises every single act or word of interpretation of that book over the course of three millennia.”[footnoteRef:1]  Accordingly, this essay will suggest that whilst there are almost infinite sources for reception history when applied to the Bible,  is of vital importance, as it encompasses not only the communication of content; but also the experience and interpretation of the audience, which is fundamental to understanding the causation of religious belief in the audience.  [1:  Jonathan Roberts, “Introduction” in   The Oxford Handbook of The Reception History of the Bible Lieb M, Mason E, & Roberts J (Eds).  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) p1] 

Reception History then, is the study of the processes through which texts have been received by their audience, from inception and throughout history.  This includes the evolution; not only of the material itself; but also, the recorded reception of that material.  Reception history must also include consideration of the place of the material within the context of culture and civilization.  Max Dimont notes that civilizations are born and die through the ebb and flow of the ideas that they choose to adopt[footnoteRef:2] and this is key to understanding how the evolution of belief in a religious text can influence the evolution of a country and culture.  Therefore, it is necessary to also consider the adoption of the ideas within those texts into other forms of literature and society, whether it be contemporaneous epigraphy or later theatre, art, societal behaviours, laws or archaeological finds.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Max Dimont.  Jews, God and History (USA: Mentor, 1994) p445
]  [3:  A Lemaire.  The Birth of Monotheism:  The Rise and Disappearance of Yahwism. (Washington DC:  Biblical Archaeological Society 2007) p8
] 

Further, Kugel notes that we must also consider two very different ways of understanding the Bible, one from the perspective of modern Biblical scholars, but also from the perspective of ancient interpretors, who may have read, understand, and provided interpretation not just against the text itself, but also potentially against their own agendas.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  J Kugel. How to Read the Bible.  A guide to Scripture, Then and Now. (New York:  Simon &Schuster, Inc. 2007).
] 

There is a huge amount of evidence for the reception history of the Bible. These writings date from at least the first century CE, and cover multiple countries, cultures, and perspectives. The size and diversity of the available information is so huge, that it appears impossible to analyse in its entirety.  However, if parameters are set, the richness of the available information can still be hugely valuable.  
For example, for scholars considering the growth of the early Christian Church, there are fascinating sources of contemporary information even excluding the Biblical accounts themselves.  For instance, the record Of Titus Flavius Josephus (CE 37-100), a Jewish General and historian, in Antiquities of the Jews[footnoteRef:5] offers not only a precis account of the Hebrew Bible, but also in Book 18, he demonstrates knowledge of Jesus, and recognition of his importance as the foretold Messiah: “He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Gentiles.  He was [the] Christ.”[footnoteRef:6] This clearly shows that reception of the Hebrew Bible was active in the 1st Century CE, and that there was already recognition of the importance of Jesus as the Messiah, perhaps through the publication of some of Paul’s earliest letters. [5:  T F Josephus.  The Antiquities of the Jews. (USA:  Moncrieffe Classics, 2023)]  [6:  T F Josephus.  The Antiquities of the Jews. (USA:  Moncrieffe Classics, 2023) Book 20; Chapter 3, ] 

In contrast, in the early 4th Century CE, the Emperor Julian’s essay: “Against the Galileans[footnoteRef:7]” (313 CE) was used to outline his counterarguments to Christianity, which, by that time had been growing in popularity across the empire to such an extent, that he felt it necessary to curb its rise, and encourage a return to the traditional religions.   [7:  Emperor Julian. The Arguments of Emperor Julian against the Christians. Ed & Trans: Taylor T. (Great Britain: Kessinger Publishing, 2010)] 

Considering the massive growth of Christianity worldwide, it is striking to consider how much access to Biblical material has had to improve throughout history.  Generally, prior to the 20th Century CE, a significant percentage of the population could not read, therefore access and appreciation of the Bible was limited. The illiterate would be limited in terms of access to the imagery in their Churches along with the words of their Priests.    
Considering the differing views on iconography between the Catholic and later Protestant churches, it is interesting to see that there was an intentional use of stained glass as a form of Biblical teaching in churches from Saxon times onwards, “What scripture is to the educated, images are to the ignorant, who see through them what they must accept; they read in them what they cannot read in books.”[footnoteRef:8] Our earliest record of a stained glass window order is from a Bishop of Tyne and Wear, dating back to 675 CE[footnoteRef:9], and even in the 21st Century CE, stained glass windows are still commissioned and repaired. [8:  St Gregory the Great (540-604CE) quoted in R Marks.  Stained Glass in England During the Middle Ages. (Oxford: Routledge 1993). P 39]  [9:  R Marks.  Stained Glass in England During the Middle Ages. (Oxford: Routledge 1993). p39] 

In terms of telling Bible stories to people who won’t read the Bible, in the 20th and 21st Centuries CE, the current equivalent of a stained-glass window and a Sunday Church service, is the presentation of theology in the “media age”[footnoteRef:10], one key example being that of film, where Hollywood Biblical Epics, were a hugely popular source of Biblical learning, entertainment and faith.  These films were also majorly successful particularly in the USA, with the example of Ben-Hur[footnoteRef:11] being the fourth most successful box office film of 1959; taking $4.5m at the time[footnoteRef:12]. [10:  C Marsh Theology Goes to the Movies:  An introduction to critical Christian Thinking. (Oxford: Routledge, 2007) p12]  [11:  W Wyler (dir). Ben Hur. [Film] (New York:  Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer, 1959)]  [12:  B Babington B & P Evans. Biblical Epics. Sacred Narrative in the Hollywood Cinema. (Manchester:  Manchester University Press, 1993). P5] 

In the present day, the availability of the internet now facilitates anything from streaming a Biblical Epic, through online theology sessions, to listening to the Bible, definitions, story summaries, and even Biblical cartoons and games.
The benefit of applying reception history to the Bible, is that it allows us to form an understanding of how people have reacted to the text over the thousands of years.  When we consider and contextualise the discoveries, triumphs and catastrophes throughout history, we can understand why Biblical reception has changed.  For instance, the beginnings of archaeology from the 19th Century CE provided some historical veracity to our Biblical readings; particularly in terms of Hebrew Bible discoveries.  Conversely, the publication of On the Origin of the Species in 1859[footnoteRef:13], along with the beginnings of Palaeontology fundamentally challenged Christian readers during Victorian times.  It is therefore vital that we consider Biblical reception history, in context to understand how and why many Christians began to disassociate from the idea of the Creation stories in Genesis[footnoteRef:14] being a truth.  [13:  C Darwin. On the Origin of the Species: The Science Classic, (London. Capstone Classics 2019)]  [14:  Genesis. 1-2] 

Another interesting example is in the September 1938 version of The Christian Advocate[footnoteRef:15] where the author re-writes the Genesis creation story using contemporary scientific knowledge:  “And God said, Let there be atoms and elements………….the atoms appeared………..the ninety-two elements were shaped ……”[footnoteRef:16] This is fascinating, as we now recognize 118 elements, and so a current attempt at re-writing the Bible in terms of our new scientific knowledge, would once again change. [15:  H Rall. “The Story of Creation:  The Old Faith voiced in the forms of present-day science” The Christian Advocate. Vol.86, No.36  (1938)  ]  [16:  Ibid.] 

Conversely, the disadvantage of applying the tool of reception history to the Bible, is the sheer length, breadth and depth of all the information available to scholars. Roberts encapsulates the dilemma nicely where he notes that even where historical analysis of reception has been limited by the interests of the historian, the dilemmas of both where and how to apply parameters, how to prioritize, or how to select the reception audience they wish to use remain dilemmas.[footnoteRef:17].    [17:  Jonathan Roberts, “Introduction” in   The Oxford Handbook of The Reception History of the Bible Lieb M, Mason E, & Roberts J (Eds).  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) p1] 

Hillman suggests that from an humanist perspective, the textual evolution of the Hebrew Bible is problematical, as it contains a tension between whether in any sense, the content was delivered by God (through man) himself, and  therefore should be unchanged, or whether it is the work purely of humans who have shaped the nature and purpose of God to match their own agenda, thereby making interpretive changes fully acceptable throughout history[footnoteRef:18]. [18:  J Hillman.  The Torah and Its God. A Humanist Inquiry (New York:  Promethius Books, 2001) p561
] 

In conclusion, the application of reception history in terms of the Bible may appear daunting in scope, in terms of the thousands of years of reception to be considered in context, the different cultures, different religions, different political situations, different iterations of theological thought, different versions of the Biblical texts and changes in belief precipitated by the evolution of scientific thought.  However, there is clear and important value-add in the use of reception history, as with the considered applications of parameters, and the application of historical context, scientific discoveries, and contemporary literature, the scholar can form a picture of Biblical reception in a particular time, place and circumstance.  As we begin to chronologize numbers of these reception histories, we can form a detailed picture of how, why, and where Biblical beliefs have evolved.  
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