Reception History 
and its Validity in Biblical Studies
	Reception History as a theory is a relatively new concept in biblical studies and originates in the field of media studies as reception theory. One of the first scholars to publish reception theory was Stuart Hall (1973) with his paper “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse.” This paper focused on Reception theories use as to analyse hidden meaning in media. This was later extended into reception history one scholar Brennan Breed (2003) defines Reception history as “the study of how biblical texts have changed over time in different cultures and communities, through transmission, translation, or reading, retelling, and reworking. In other words, reception history explores all the different ways that people have received, appropriated, and used biblical texts throughout history.” Breed also states that authors have examined and used reception history without the knowledge of its existence to examine the “hidden” meaning in biblical writings and iconography. There are many intricacies to this theory which may lead to vastly different outcomes dependant on societal norms and values alongside personal biases. Reception History primarily focuses on the interpretations of wider society as opposed to the individual, attempting to analyse the meanings behind cultural laws and events relating to biblical writings and iconography. The validity of reception history can be a contentious point as many Christians believe the Bible to be the word of God and has no room for interpretation. This is an attitude shared among parts all of the Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). The application of reception history is debated as to its validity in biblical studies. This paper hopes to delve into the theories behind reception theory and discuss its validity in the field of biblical studies. 
	Historically in Europe the Abrahamic faiths have impacted all elements of society and all the positions held in society. This is evidently clear with the reach and power the Catholic church held between the 5th century to the reformation beginning in the 16th century where Protestantism begins to emerge and directly compete with the power of Catholicism.[footnoteRef:1] Later in History these Christian ideals expands further. During the 18th to 20th century with the development of more sects of Christianity in the new world such as Mormonism (Church of Latter Day Saints) and Jehovah’s Witnesses.[footnoteRef:2] Each of these groups that have widely different beliefs despite all being Christians are compelling examples of how the reception of biblical texts have been interpreted different ways despite each of these groups ultimately calling themselves “Christian.” It must be noted however, that sects such as Mormonism have also added a significant amount of lore to their religious ideologies not present in contemporary biblical texts. In order to understand how these groups perceived the same texts in such vastly different ways we must examine the cultural norms and values of the society they originate in alongside coinciding laws.  [1:  Cummings, B., 2002.]  [2:  Noll, M.A., 2002.] 

	One important issue to highlight with biblical reception history is that previous to the reformation of the church the majority of society would have relied solely upon the interpretation of priests as the Bible was only produced in Latin and ancient Greek,[footnoteRef:3] as during the Middle Ages the catholic church considered it heresy to produce the bible in any other language.[footnoteRef:4] This narrows the amount of thought that would be possible only allowing the most educated people to theorise and interpret messages in biblical texts. This often led to outliers such as Martin Luther (who was instrumental in the rise of Protestantism[footnoteRef:5]) and St. Pelagius (who denied original sin and claimed virtuous pagans could go to heaven[footnoteRef:6]) becoming outcasts and sometimes being excommunicated entirely for their interpretations of biblical texts as they exceed the norms of society.[footnoteRef:7] This contrasts with the modern-day as through the education of the masses individuality and individual perception have become more highlighted and valued among communities leading to smaller groups deriving entirely different cultural significances to biblical writings. Perfect example of this is Mormonism as it is a relatively small sect of Christianity however, in some states in America the belief has a significant amount of power and influence and even among itself has sects within its belief system.[footnoteRef:8] The implication of the modern individualistic mindset would mean then that reception history may only be applied to the study of history prior to the 18th century as it would be more individualistic due to a significant increase in literacy and therefore literary interpretations after the 18th century. This individuality would make the use of reception history difficult as groups of thought will become smaller as individualism rises as each person would draw their own significance and meaning from biblical texts.  [3:  Pettegree, A. ed., 2000.]  [4:  Pettegree, A. ed., 2000.]  [5:  Cummings, B., 2002.]  [6:  "Pelagius". Encyclopedia Britannica, 20 Aug. 2020.]  [7:  Pennington, K., 1988.]  [8:  Campbell, D.E., Green, J.C. and Monson, J.Q., 2014.] 

	There are, however, useful conclusions scholars can draw from the use of reception history about why interpretations can arise. Take Mormonism again as an example. If we examine the period in which Mormonism began, we can uncover some of the potential reasons for certain views held by the Mormon church on race. A brief look at the Mormon explanation for dark skinned people is required first to understand this point. In Mormon religious philosophy the biblical story of “10 lost tribe of Israel” (book of 2 Kings) is used as the origin for dark skin.[footnoteRef:9] One of these tribes made their way to the Americas (known as the Nephites) over time becoming the native Americans who (according to Mormon doctrine) disavowed God and were cursed with dark skin. This belief among Mormonism is also applied to black Africans and people of black African ancestry.[footnoteRef:10] The Mormon church began during the late 18th century after the American revolution. This was a period where racial based slavery was accepted in American society.[footnoteRef:11] The creator of Mormonism Joseph Smith was an American landowner and avid supporter of slavery along with being the prophet of the Mormon faith and author of its spiritual text “the book of Mormon.”[footnoteRef:12]  Due to these historical facts of American slavery and the personal beliefs of the founder of Mormonism we can then uncover the origin of the Mormon belief that dark skin is a curse from God as it is clearly wrapped in the culture and norms of the society it was founded in. if we apply reception history further, we can see that this belief stems from the reception of the “10 lost tribes of Israel” by Joseph smith who spread this belief to his followers creating a new interpretation of a biblical story not held among other Christian groups purely due to the societal norms held during the inception of Mormonism.  [9:  Bingham, R.S., 2015.]  [10:  Bingham, R.S., 2015.]  [11:  Morgan, E.S., 2003.]  [12:  Bingham, R.S., 2015.] 

	Reception history can be utilised in an effective manner allowing us to see the cultural reasoning behind some ideals held by different sects of Christianity and how their interpretations of biblical texts arise. As has been explored in this paper reception history can be crucial in the understanding of how Mormonism developed their ideas around race due to the political and social climate of 18th century America at the time of its inception.[footnoteRef:13] Reception history can also help us in the understanding of the reformation. The reformation demonstrates a shift in religious thinking in Europe away from the Vatican. This can be seen evidently by the rise of the church of England under Henry VIII and Protestantism under Martin Luther.[footnoteRef:14] Through reception history we can imply that as the dates coincide with the renaissance which was a significant cultural shift where scholars where more free to explore fields that in the middle ages would have been considered heretical was a contributing factor of the reformation as it deepened philosophical thought across Europe leading to new ways of interpreting religious ideals.[footnoteRef:15] However, the drawback of reception history is that it negates the individual and focuses far more on the collective. This idea of focusing more on collective beliefs is much more appealing towards historical periods that have low literacy rates as through limited oration people can be persuaded and told what the few have interpreted from texts as with a lower population of literate people less intellectual freedom. In contrast, times after the 18th century which have far too many beliefs that are individual due to high literacy and each person being able to interpret texts in their own way. This would make reception history near impossible to conduct as one would need to understand the biblical beliefs of each author contributing to biblical discussion and interpretation. Despite this limitation reception history is still a valid method of study as we are able to draw on past societal norms to explain the implementation of biblical ideas in historical events.   [13:  Bingham, R.S., 2015.]  [14:  Cummings, B., 2002.]  [15:  Estep, W.R., 1986.] 
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