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

Introduction
This essay will examine the question of what is reception history and does it have value in Biblical Studies? It will draw upon secondary scholarship and this writer´s own reflections, considering selected evidence. It will conclude that reception history, when appropriately employed, can be an extremely valuable and useful tool for studying the Bible. Reception history can be useful when considering the vast influence which the Bible has had over the development of Christian/non-Christian theology, and world social/political/cultural/military history. Indeed, when using the discipline to understand/contextualise the perceptions of audiences receiving the Bible itself or biblical material through recorded history during and since biblical times, the value of reception history becomes clear. 
Definitions 
Reception history, as described by the author Jonathan Roberts[footnoteRef:1], is ´a scholarly enterprise, consisting of selecting and collating shards of … material in accordance with the particular interests of the historian concerned, and giving them a narrative frame´. In practice, then, reception history involves the act of sifting through the almost infinite amount of biblical reception available for analysis and focussing attention upon the history of a selected subject/subject area.  [1:  Roberts 2011 p.1] 

Examples of reception are diverse. They can include theological exegeses of biblical texts such as the Summa Theologiae[footnoteRef:2] by the great medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) or modern scholarly accounts of biblical texts such as an article on the Pentateuch, published in 2004[footnoteRef:3]. Reception is by no means confined to the worlds of theology and academia, as any source referring to the Bible, biblical theology, biblical characters or sayings, or even displaying ´awareness´ of the Bible can qualify as biblical reception. Less obvious non-textual examples include art, such as the painting David with the Head of Goliath[footnoteRef:4] (c.1610) by the artist Caravaggio (1571-1610), and The Prince of Eqypt (1998), an animated musical film adapting the first fourteen chapters of Exodus and the early life of Moses. Considering the multiplicity of media and historical periods in which these sources were produced, the skillsets needed effectively to chronicle the history of reception for these would depend upon the ´filter of interest´ used. In the above cases, understanding of the history/context of medieval theology, modern biblical exegesis, Renaissance art and 20th century animated musicals may (or may not) be required. [2:  Aquinas 2017]  [3:  Clines 2004]  [4:  Caravaggio c.1610] 

Approaches to Reception History
The practice of reception history itself has its own history. Christopher Rowland views reception history as ´the study of a way in which a text´s interpreters have read a text in their various social and religious contexts´[footnoteRef:5]. Accordingly, when considering the history of biblical reception, the chosen ´filters´ or limits specify the subject areas of responses to be analysed and which/whose responses are considered important for study/recognition.  [5:  Rowland 2008 p.11] 

According to Knight[footnoteRef:6], ´the hermeneutical principles undergirding reception history originate in the writings of Hans George Gadamer´ … [in his] ´landmark 1960 monograph Truth and Method´. Hermeneutics is the understanding of the principles of biblical interpretation[footnoteRef:7]. Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002) was a German philosopher whose (as Hollingsworth states) ´hermeneutic categories allow Christians to see discipleship itself as a hermeneutic phenomenon´[footnoteRef:8]. For Hollingsworth, Gadamer´s idea of Bildung (formation/cultivation/education) creates a hermeneutic analogy for Christian discipleship[footnoteRef:9]. Gadamer himself describes his quest for a hermeneutics which ´understand[s] what the human sciences truly are … and what connects them with the totality of our experience´[footnoteRef:10]. One of the most significant figures in reception history post-Gadamer was Ulrich Luz (1938-2019), whose commentaries on the Gospel of Matthew focus especially upon the reception history of this gospel. Luz´s work forms part of the Evangelisch‐Katholischer Kommentar series and consequently has its own array of hermeneutical goals and value judgments. Gadamer´s Truth and Method is a seminal work in the field, with Luz being the best-known theologian of the predominantly German language originated discipline of reception history, whose works form the underlying corpus of much reception history theory[footnoteRef:11]. [6:  Knight 2010]  [7:  Britannica 2023]  [8:  Hollingsworth 2019 p.151]  [9:  Hollingsworth 2019 p.151]  [10:  Gadamer 2000 [1960] p.xxiii]  [11:  Roberts 2011 p.1] 

The Value of Reception History
[bookmark: _GoBack]When evaluating biblical reception history, it is important to note the advantages and disadvantages of the practice. For example, there is a definite tension between biblical reception (in the concepts of Gadamer termed Wirkungsgeschichte or impact of reception) and the history of interpretation (called Auslegungsgeschichte)[footnoteRef:12]. Similarly, the American theologian Donald A. Hagner, in the Journal of Biblical Literature, praises Luz´s aforementioned work for his ´rich insight into … the interpretive potential of each passage´ in its intention to identify a ‘single, objective authorial intention’[footnoteRef:13]. However, Hagner´s review implies a dichotomy at the centre of biblical reception. Luz is both identifying a spectrum of new meanings in the rich text of Matthew, while simultaneously abdicating responsibility for any enquiry into an original meaning for the text. ´Original´ authorial intention is a subject in itself, as illuminated in The Anxiety of Influence, Harold Bloom´s pioneering study into the tension between authorial intention and the influence of earlier texts[footnoteRef:14]. [12:  Knight 2010]  [13:  Hagner, in Roberts 2011 p.4]  [14:  Bloom 1971 [1997]] 

Similarly, Breed distinguishes between biblical criticism (the practice of understanding the meaning of the ´original´ biblical text as presented to modern audiences) and the act of understanding the meaning of these texts for their ancient authors/audiences. The latter involves interpreting the texts´ literary/religious/cultural/economic milieu(s). For example, Breed describes a scholar practicing biblical criticism denying that the serpent in Genesis 3 is the Devil, because the Israelites of the period do not appear to have believed in such a figure. Also, the Genesis narration does not morally judge the serpent. Meanwhile, a reception history scholar might note the culturally acquired view of the serpent as the Devil and might seek to explore the theological/literary/historical developments through time, which generated this interpretation, regardless of the original intended meaning, which might not even be readily accessible [footnoteRef:15].  [15:  Breed n.d.] 

When practicing reception history from an historical-critical viewpoint, various methodologies are useful. For example, Evans[footnoteRef:16] employs Rowland´s proposed realignment of the linguistics terms ´diachronic´ and ´synchronic´. Evans notes that an historical-critical approach to the history/development of biblical texts can be seen as ´diachronic´. Meanwhile ´synchronic´ is identified with understanding the function of a given belief system in a specific historical locale. Understanding ´synchronic´ approaches to exegesis can open up a new ´diachronicity´. This implies that the touchstone for textual interpretation from a reception history viewpoint is an understanding of the development of texts over time - or the development of understanding of texts over time. This approach is designed for the study of texts, but could potentially be applied to non-textual material also. [16:  Evans 2014 p.37] 

From historical-critical and archaeological viewpoints, biblical reception history can be observed far back in time, even during biblical times. A significant example is Jesus´ attitude towards his identity in the Gospels in relation to his apparent understanding of the ´suffering servant´ in Isaiah[footnoteRef:17]. This is a fascinating example of biblical reception. Elsewhere, the ever-expanding corpus of available translated Dead Sea Scrolls material[footnoteRef:18] offers further tantalising insights into understandings of the Hebrew Bible by sects in Second Temple Judaism from the period shortly before Jesus. This material also feeds into Jewish Messianic understandings during Jesus´ time and how perspectives of the Hebrew Bible influenced these.  [17:  Hooker 2010 (1959)]  [18:  Leon Levy Dead Sea Scrolls Digital Library 2023] 

Reflections 
On reflection, the current author would suggest that reception history has major value in biblical studies. It aids understanding of the history and development of Bible-based theology and allows more in-depth perceptions of biblical characters and themes. These include crucial matters such as – the history of perceptions of the identity of Jesus and His teachings; the development of understandings of the Doctrine of the Trinity; the history of perceptions of the Christian faith by audiences in various times/places/contexts; the history of the reception and importance of biblical characters and themes over time and; the waxing and waning of importance of certain books or sets of biblical books in communities large and small over time. 
Reception history is also useful to assist understandings of biblical philosophy and morality. For example, one could consider perceptions of righteousness (correct conduct that pleases God - mainly drawn from the Pentateuch, Gospels and Pauline Epistles) and the subsequent evolution of moral and legal perspectives within Christian communities and states. Importantly, the public morality and legislation of nation states, particularly in the western world and parts of Africa, has been profoundly influenced by the processes of reception of biblical concepts, in particular those introduced in the Pentateuch and Gospels, such as the Ten Commandments, the Law, and the Sermon On the Mount. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, when considering the value of reception history to biblical studies, the works of groundbreaking scholars such as Gadamer and Luz and more recent commentators such as Knight, Roberts and Rowland among numerous others can form an excellent introduction to this fascinating field of enquiry. Whether one uses approaches such as Wirkungsgeschichte/Auslegungsgeschichte, ´synchronic´/´diachronic´ or historical-critical methods, reception history can be extremely valuable. As a tool to study the history of perceptions of Christian theology, from the identity and meaning of Jesus, to understandings of the Doctrine of the Trinity, and considerations of how biblical characters and themes have been perceived within communities around the world and at different times, reception history is extremely valuable. 
Potential future directions for biblical reception history offer many possibilities. These could include explorations of the development of biblical reception since the inception of the internet and/or social media, the history of perceptions of the Bible within atheist groups and in non-Christian religions, and a consideration of similar perceptions in newer Christian communities within, for example, China. Further new insights are also possible through study of ancient non-biblical sources such as the Dead Sea Scrolls. In all, biblical reception history is an excellent – and perhaps sometimes undervalued – tool for the study of the Bible.
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