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

Intro-
When looking at reception history, it is important to highlight how we can use and re analyse the ways that biblical texts have been read and interpreted across history and how these can still be relevant to modern readers of any background within biblical studies. It is also useful where the opinions of ancient scholars of biblical texts can also be interpreted with a modern reading, where this is key to getting the full meaning of a text or even to place a text into a clearer context. With this assignment, I will aim to establish the way that reception history has and still is changing the way that we look at different biblical texts while also understanding how reception history has shaped modern biblical understandings and interpretations.

Section 1- 
Reception history has many different interpretations where it is not, as Brennan Breed argues, a criticism of biblical texts but rather gaining more understanding into why the bible was written and getting the original meanings as best we can. He states that “reception history is often contrasted to the practice of biblical criticism… and the attempt to understand what biblical texts originally meant to their authors and audiences in the ancient world.”[footnoteRef:1] With this, we can further suggest that where biblical criticism of texts has been explored, through reception history this holds more value within biblical studies for a more modern approach to religious texts. This could be argued as modern scholars are aiming more to explore the culture, history, people and societies of the written texts and exploring this through a modern lens rather than critiquing a text from its time. Early biblical reception can be traced back to biblical times through Rabbinic discussions and early interpretations of the biblical narratives can also be explored. Much of these discussions have been explored through early interpretations of the biblical texts, gaining more significance especially after the destruction of the second temple in 70CE, where this shift is crucial to many aspects of early Judaism. Burton L Visotzky states this importance as “this move by the rabbis to place the Bible and their reception of it at the centre of Judaism is what kept Judaism alive in the two millenia following the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple.”[footnoteRef:2] This was key for understanding this shift from a culture of sacrifice to God to a “religion of the book” as Visotzky also states, which further argues this importance of not only receiving the text but also using the text as a form of interpretation and reception through time.  [1:  Brennan Breed, What is reception history? (n.d.) https://www.bibleodyssey.org/bible-basics/what-is-reception-history/ [accessed: 24 June 2023]]  [2:  Burton L Visotzky, ‘Introduction: Midrash as Rabbinic Reception of the Bible’, Jewish Bible and it’s Reception, 9.2 (2022) p.168.] 

Timothy Beal explores biblical reception on a wider scale where he explores a more cultural reception of the bible today and how “research into what produced the bible and other scriptures would continue to be an important field of inquiry, but it would be secondary to research into what they have produced.”[footnoteRef:3] He argues the importance of firstly acknowledging the original texts and their interpretations however makes this shift in the argument of debating further with the idea of how this text has shaped modern thinking and interpretation, he highlights as “…biblical appearances in visual art, literature, music, politics, and other works of culture.”[footnoteRef:4] Visotzky also makes a valid statement about early interpreters of the bible, where he highlights that “the sages used midrash as a means of keeping the Bible ever vital, never static.”[footnoteRef:5] This related back to Beal’s understandings of a constantly updated and reinterpreted understanding of the Bible and its narratives. Where Beal sees this reception through modern culture, this is echoed with rabbinic discussions from a past culture; through debate, discussion and interpretation and how these have been passed through generations into modern culture from early discussions by rabbis being included in the midrash to modern discussions today. [3:  Timothy Beal, ‘Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural and History of Scripture’, Biblical Interpretation 19 (2011) p.358.]  [4:  Timothy Beal, ‘Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural and History of Scripture’, Biblical Interpretation, 19 (2011) p.359.]  [5:  Burton L Visotzky, ‘Introduction: Midrash as Rabbinic Reception of the Bible’, Jewish Bible and it’s Reception, 9.2 (2022) p.177.] 

In a way, biblical reception has been a major aspect of not only biblical studies today but also in the ancient world, where after the destruction of the second Temple in Jerusalem, where Visotzky highlights how, for the Rabbis, “reception of the Bible was the primary means of affirming the Jew’s covenantal relationship to God.”[footnoteRef:6] Visotzky notes of the significance of early interpretations by the rabbis as significant in establishing a reception history of the Bible across time and ensuring that this is continued. Breed agrees where he mentions that “reception history can help us see the connections between earlier interpretations of biblical texts and later readings,”[footnoteRef:7] further placing both early reception and modern reception of Biblical texts at the heart of understanding the Bible and its characters.  [6:  Ibid., p.177.]  [7:  Brennan Breed, What is reception history? (n.d.) https://www.bibleodyssey.org/bible-basics/what-is-reception-history/ [accessed: 24 June 2023]] 

Section 2-
What is also fascinating about the field of biblical reception is how Timothy Beal and Alison Gray highlight an important aspect of biblical reception: they see a more cultural reception and how modern life has been impacted by biblical interpretation. Beal explores the ideas that reading scripture in its original context is one thing, however he sees different approaches “that treat texts as trans-historical works whose meaning is found strictly in the reader’s present experience of them.”[footnoteRef:8] With this, Beal highlights a great point about biblical reception, where this can be viewed and interpreted by anyone at any time. This is significant in biblical reception where many different ideas and opinions can come together on any religious text where different influences have shaped not only the bible narratives but also the cultures around the bible. This was interesting to read where culture and, especially religious culture, has not only been influenced by the Bible but they both see the ways that the Bible has also influenced cultures today.   [8:  Timothy Beal, ‘Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural and History of Scripture’, Biblical Interpretation, 19 (2011) p.362.] 

Alison Gray adds more to this discussion of finding original meaning within the bible narratives where biblical reception has changed this to accommodate further understandings of the texts. She highlights the questions that are asked including: “…what influenced the formation of the bible to what the Bible has influenced and shaped.”[footnoteRef:9] Through early biblical interpretation, this has led to modern understandings of the Bible where it is important to highlight these discussions in shaping cultures today. Beal adds further by stating that: “… this approach shifts from interpreting scripture via culture to interpreting culture, especially religious culture, via scripture.”[footnoteRef:10] This adds further to significance in Beal and Gray’s discussions on a more cultural approach to biblical reception, where both highlight how necessary it is to not only interpret a text in its traditional setting but to also explore further meaning associated within the text including motifs and modern perspectives. Both Beal and Gray have explored valuable insights into biblical reception and how we can move the discussions forward even more, through firstly acknowledging the history of Biblical narratives but also interestingly how such cultures, have been influenced by and are still being influenced, by the Bible.  [9:  Alison Gray, ‘Reception of the Old Testament’, in The Hebrew Bible: A Critical Companion, ed. by John Barton (Princeton University Press, 2016), p.409.]  [10:  Timothy Beal, ‘Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural and History of Scripture’, Biblical Interpretation, 19 (2011) p.371.] 


Conclusion
Where I have aimed to explore on the relevance of reception history, it is evident that this form of exploring biblical texts in a modern context is critical to gathering necessary information and in understanding the past lives of the biblical narratives. It is also important to highlight this argument of how the reading of the bible has influenced communities since its conception, where reception history greatly explores all aspects of interpretation across the world to today. Understanding the origins of biblical texts is important however the different ways that such narratives are still being interpreted, re-examined and sometimes redefined are significant in the development of reception history. The way that the scholars of the ancient world would have interpreted the original texts, compared with modern interpretations, is key to the many different layers that can be examined both within the texts themselves and with the history of the Jewish people and other cultures through time. Going from traditional readings of the bible in obtaining the meaning of a text is one thing whereas when looking further into biblical reception, this can range from the different characters involved, the use of such narratives in modern culture through film, stage, art and other mediums. Biblical reception can be more easily applied to modernity as it is more accessible to anyone, where biblical narratives are explored through film, stage productions and songs. With this, it is evident that reception history should be valued within biblical studies and should be explored more, where the new ideas can be debated throughout biblical interpretation however biblical reception is constantly being reviewed and reevaluated today. 
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