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

   In its simplest form, reception history focuses on the development of the interpretation of a text, as opposed to working towards uncovering the original meaning. Reception history begins with a text and looks to the history of its reception and its ongoing interpretation[footnoteRef:1]. It puts an emphasis on the relationship of the reader and the text, emphasising the active nature of the reader’s role, and it explores the journey of reception throughout different times and in different communities. Because of the breadth of its engagement with an inexhaustible amount of material, it is notoriously difficult to pinpoint the boundaries of reception history. And also, it is arguable which rubric of study the discipline should fall under. The plurality of the material that reception history engages with has not only led to questions surrounding its value, particularly within the field of biblical studies, but it has also been noted as highlighting a crisis of identity within biblical studies as a whole[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Jonathan Morgan, Visitors, Gatekeepers and Receptionists: Reflections on the Shape of Biblical Studies and the Role of Reception History, in Emma England and William John Lyons (eds.), Reception History and Biblical Studies Theory and Practice, (London:  T &T Clark, 2018) pp. 62- 63.]  [2:  James E. Harding, What is Reception History, and What Happens to You if You do it? in Emma England and William John Lyons (eds.), Reception History and Biblical Studies Theory and Practice, (London:  T &T Clark, 2018) p. 32.] 

   There is some insecurity within the discipline of Biblical Studies which leads to a perceived need to justify its value within the academic sphere; reception history has been seen as a threat to this because of view that it lacks a deep theoretical theological underpinning. Perhaps this is why in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, Jonathan Roberts begins by outlining the foundations of reception history. He grounds them within the philosophical hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer, who highlighted the significance of individual subjectivity on interpretation[footnoteRef:3]. Roberts continues to discuss reception history in its earliest practice and the work of the theologian Ulrich Luz, who was one of the first to apply reception history to the Bible. Robert’s discussion of the reviews of Luz are significant, for example, Donald A. Hagner’s review reveals that one of the greatest challenges to reception history is that it seems to put the newer meanings of a text on a par with the original sense[footnoteRef:4]. This essay will briefly discuss this challenge, and also the issue of the discipline’s limitless boundaries which has led to some undermining of its academic principals. The essay will then consider the application of reception history to the Bible and in particular Katherine Low’s work on the case of Job’s wife.  [3:  James E. Harding, What is Reception History, and What Happens to You if You do it? p. 3.]  [4:  James E. Harding, What is Reception History, and What Happens to You if You do it? p. 4.] 

   Firstly, when regarding the flexibility of the variety of material that reception history engages with alongside the lack of defined parameters, it seems that this is only be a negative critique if one is overly concerned with the perceived need to defend the academic rigour of biblical studies and has a particularly narrow view of what that means. Hagner defended reception history by arguing that it provides a rich insight to a text because of the variety of mediums and subjects that it touches[footnoteRef:5]. While Susan Gillingham turned around a criticism of reception history that she overheard: ‘biblical studies on holiday’, to also highlight the wealth of perspective brought about by encounters with different cultures and priorities[footnoteRef:6]. In accordance with Gillingham’s approach, rather than viewing variety as a chaotic lack of coherence, and instead of undervaluing any contemporary materials that haven’t come from former theological study (such as video games), one ought to appreciate the breadth of theological opportunity that such an openness offers. This is vital in regards to biblical studies because the of the nature of the Bible: it is a living set of books, the study of which is inexhaustible. Each generation is able to unlock more and more of the riches hidden in Scripture, and by doing so this leads the reader closer into a relationship with God. Of course, what ought to be noted in extolling the broadness of the scope of material is that the reception historian cannot include everything, but rather must focus on a particular time or on certain trends. They therefore have to decide what to focus on and what to leave out, and this will be determined by their own subjectivity, experiences, interests, and background. That is not a criticism but a reason for why more and more people ought to engage with the discipline! [5:  James E. Harding, What is Reception History, and What Happens to You if You do it? p. 4.]  [6:  Susan Gillingham, Biblical Studies on Holiday? A Personal View of Reception in Emma England and William John Lyons (eds.), Reception History and Biblical Studies Theory and Practice, (London:  T &T Clark, 2018) p. 17.] 

   In regards to the other significant challenge surrounding the placing of newer meanings on a par with the original meaning and contrary to what critics may think, biblical reception history is grounded in the Bible. Reception history begins with the original text, before it moves to the history behind the reception of the text, and why it has been made sense of as it had in particular times and places. Gadamer’s philosophy helps us to realise that all ‘original meanings’ have been interpreted and received in unique ways by each reader and theological responder. The text is itself is a ‘product of a history of interpretation’[footnoteRef:7]. To limit the Bible to a closed number of meanings would mean that the Bible means little for our lives today, which is to limit the power and creativity of God who speaks through Scripture now just as much as God has always done. [7:  Jonathan Morgan, Visitors, Gatekeepers and Receptionists, p. 62.] 

   Katherine Low’s work on the wife of Job is a helpful example of biblical reception history. In The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: the Case of Job’s Wife, Low begins by outlining her understanding of reception history, which is about how people have filled in the gaps that are left in Scripture and how they have interpreted them in the light of their own contexts[footnoteRef:8]. Low explains that reception historians are left to choose their own criteria and raises the point that any attempt to discuss all post-biblical interpretations would be too descriptive and lack any depth.  [8:  Katherine Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job’s Wife, (London: Bloomsbury, 2013) p. 12.] 

   Low’s criteria here is gender, and she sets out her approach to gender theory in the introduction alongside a brief history of feminist biblical scholarship. Low’s study of Job’s wife begins with medieval Christianity, as she looks at the perceived parallels between Job and his wife with Adam and Eve. She has a particular focus on the accusation that, like Eve, Job’s wife, under Satan’s authority, attempted to bring about her husband’s downfall. While Eve apparently persuaded Adam to eat the apple, so Job’s wife arguably told Job to end his life to escape his suffering. Low explores this within the development of gendered deviant speech, before moving on to the medium of art and of Job and his wife firstly in medieval images, where the latter is aligned with Satan, and then in Baroque art where Job’s wife is presented as a model for a renaissance shrew. Low addresses the influence to these images in the domestic manuals of the Renaissance period, where Job’s wife was used as an example of a bad wife. Low finishes by looking at the 21-plate series of engravings on the book of Job completed by William Blake in which Job’s wife is treated more as a companion to her husband and appear to share some of his experiences. 
   Low’s study reveals the influence that the cultural constructs of gender has had on the reception of the character of Job’s wife in the Bible which encourages us to reflect on how our context shapes how we receive biblical texts. Her work begins with the biblical text, before a journey through the historical development of the depiction of Job’s wife in art and literature, from medieval times to the Renaissance. The reader is urged to consider the impact of these interpretations on wider society. Low’s work brings to the fore the ways that marriage was used within Christian society as a way to uphold not only domestic but also political virtues; this is important for contemporary discussions and debates on gender and marriage and in particular gendered roles and power relations[footnoteRef:9]. This journey succeeds in drawing the reader back to the original text with fresh eyes and a greater awareness for the extent that cultural ideologies has influenced the reading of the Bible and it encourages them to look again at Job’s wife. [9:  Katherine Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History, p. 196.] 

   Reception history is invaluable to biblical studies and reveals how significant the influences of culture and context are in relation to the reception of the books of the Bible. This has therefore encouraged readers to take a more active role, and to appreciate that what is before them is itself an interpretation. This is not to undermine Scripture, but reveals something of the journey of humanity’s relationship with God as expressed in the Bible. The inclusion of a collaboration of a variety of media in biblical reception history is an exciting opportunity to open up the texts, and reminds people that the Bible is living and there for every generation in order to help deepen their relationship with God.
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