What is reception history and does it have value in Biblical Studies?

The 1470 fresco of the Resurrection by Italian artist Piero della Francesca is in the Civic Museum in San Sepolcro.
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Figure 1. Piero della Francesca, The Resurrection, c. 1470 (fresco, 225 x 200 cm: Museo Civico, Sansepolcro, Italy).

The picture is a visual retelling of the resurrection story in the Gospel of Matthew[footnoteRef:1]. The artist is not shy of ‘interpreting’ the story, with a discreet reference to contemporary Italian architecture, and the replacement of the original text’s ‘tomb in the rock’ by a Roman sarcophagus. According to the theory of reception history, this work can contribute to our appreciation of the biblical text to which it refers[footnoteRef:2], raising the question: ‘What is (or may be) such appreciation?’ [1:  Matthew 27:62 - 66]  [2:  On the illustrated fresco, it should be noted that its location creates a striking effect on the viewer, as with the vividness of Christ’s appearance, newly risen from the dead: for contemporary viewers (and perhaps more so for the citizens of the town of ‘Holy Sepulchre’ in Italy – the literal translation of ‘Sansepolcro) the work’s effect may indeed be as confronting as the news that reached the disciples on that first Easter morning. As typical of the topic of this study, the relational aspect (viewer to artwork, and vice versa) is fraught with challenge: confronting the ‘scandal’ of coming back from the dead, Piero della Francesca cannot but be asking us if we too are the ones, like the soldiers, caught napping.
] 


This, then, is a brief reflection on the application of reception history within theological discourse. 


The ‘grandfather’ of Reception History is philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose ideas in ‘Wahrheit und Methode’[footnoteRef:3] provide a theoretical basis for much Reception History thinking. Gadamer proposes that in the transmission of text, the ‘reader’ enters into a ‘dialogical’ relationship with the ‘writer’ and that this leads to a ‘fusion of horizons’[footnoteRef:4]. This applies as much to aesthetics as to literature: the common ambition is to remove the apparent scientific straitjacket of empirical method from our study of the humanities[footnoteRef:5], thus allowing for a kind of cross-fertilization within the field. Key to Gadamer’s understanding (and those of followers such as theologian Ulrich Luz[footnoteRef:6]) is a departure from what has been dubbed the ‘Hermeneutics of Suspicion’, a sceptical and forensic approach to (biblical) text. [3:  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, 2nd edn. (London: Continuum, 2004)]  [4:  The German word is ‘Horizontsverschmelzung’]  [5:  In Gadamer’s words, ‘What is fixed in writing has detached itself from the contingency of its origin and made itself free for new relationships.’]  [6:  Best known for his (Reception History based) commentaries on the Gospel of Matthew] 


Martin O’Kane follows others in extrapolating from this understanding to the field of art. Gadamer’s notion of Wirkunsgeschichte[footnoteRef:7] allows for ‘visual exegesis’, or how the construal of a biblical ‘scene’ in art affects the viewer[footnoteRef:8] who becomes an ‘active participant’ in how interpretive traditions of biblical stories evolve, paralleling how the written word impacts the reader.[footnoteRef:9] O’Kane takes as examples depictions of the Adoration of the Magi[footnoteRef:10], showing of the art that ‘the ultimate goal… [is] the emotional identification of the viewer with the action or moral significance of the scene.’ Each artist cannot help but reflect their own time and place in what they create. He suggests that this Gadamerian Darstellung[footnoteRef:11] goes beyond a blunt retelling of the biblical story, offering ‘alternative ‘readings’’ to the original text[footnoteRef:12].  [7:  The German term for ‘Reception History’.]  [8:  Martin O’Kane, ‘Wirkungsgeschichte and Visual Exegesis: The Contribution of Hans-Georg Gadamer’, Journal for the Study of the New Testament, 33(2), (2010) 147–159. The expression ‘visual exegesis’ is attributed to art historian Paolo Berdini, in The Religious Art of Jacopo Bassano: Painting as Visual Exegesis (1997)]  [9:  Ibid., p.150, referring to philosopher Nicholas Davey: ‘There is no fundamental difference, he argues, between experiencing the disclosive powers of language and experiencing what art discloses to us.’ ]  [10:  By Andrea Mantegna, Sandro Botticelli, and Jacopo Bassano]  [11:  A ‘revealing’ or (from the Greek) ‘epiphany’, as opposed to Vorstellung, which is mere ‘depiction’.]  [12:  Not without wit, he has chosen pictures which are all, of course, versions of the ‘Epiphany’.] 


The theory of Reception History has been extensively enlisted in the world of literature. Two articles offer views on the Isaac story, one by Scott F Crider[footnoteRef:13], the other by Sebastian Selvén[footnoteRef:14]. Crider quotes Brueggeman’s view of the limitations of ‘church faith’[footnoteRef:15], which in itself demands consideration[footnoteRef:16]. He goes on to argue that the story of the ‘Akedah’[footnoteRef:17] is as much about the testing of God, as about that of Abraham[footnoteRef:18]. He critiques the ‘traditional’ interpretations of the story[footnoteRef:19] as lacking in (presumably, his personal) moral sensibility, which he unsparingly forces upon his readers[footnoteRef:20]. However, if Reception History removes the aforementioned straitjacket, one may ask if writers will just run amok? Not dissimilarly with Selvén, who, by ‘bringing into dialogue’[footnoteRef:21] with the Akedah works by Stephen King and J.R.R. Tolkien, hopes to fill the gaps in a seemingly bald (but nonetheless compelling) text. He seeks to stimulate further consideration of the original text by reference to the 20th century texts.[footnoteRef:22] The approach is vulnerable to criticism from many sides[footnoteRef:23]. For example, do not the hermeneutics of Robert Alter[footnoteRef:24] offer a reader much greater ‘proximity’ to the tales of the Old Testament than introspection into our own ‘immediate’ culture?[footnoteRef:25] One may also contrast a text-attentive and radical re-reading of Genesis 27 (the ‘tricking’ of Isaac by Rebekah and Jacob) from David J. Zucker, which, by the metric of ‘modern’ deceptions, drills into the original text to find that the deceived is not Isaac but, in fact, Jacob.[footnoteRef:26] [13:  Scott F.Crider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1–19’, Literary Imagination, Volume 19, Issue 2, (2017), 148–164]  [14:  Sebastian Selvén, ‘The Binding of Isaac in J.R.R. Tolkien and Stephen King’, Biblical Interpretation, 28(2), (2020),150-174. ]  [15:  ‘[The Biblical] text both embodies and insists on ongoing work of imaginative interpretation that does not and will not conform to the structures, limits, and demands of church faith.’ (Brueggemann quoted at the start of the piece.) ]  [16:  This anti-Church position is indicative of much of the theological world’s intellectual difficulties: in the Reformation (with reason) theology broke with the (Roman) Catholic Church, only to end up, as of now, worrying about academic posts, and the future of the whole discipline, as demonstrated by Rowlands (Jonathan Rowlands, J. (2019). ‘Reception History, Theological Interpretation, and the Future of New Testament Studies’, Journal of Theological Interpretation, 13(2), 147-167)]  [17:  ‘The Binding of Isaac’]  [18:  Crider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1–19’, p. 158: ‘The test is gratuitous and indicates a deity nervous about his own relationship with patriarchs.’ ]  [19:  Ibid., p. 163 ‘… interpretation simply fails the most basic ethics of reading, in my opinion, and indicates just how strongly Christian ideology silences moral response where the character of God is concerned. ]  [20:  As instances, it is worth noting his stubborn description of the deed that God imposes upon Abraham as ‘murder’: ‘materials for the murder’ (p. 152); ‘God asks Abraham to murder Isaac’ (p. 153); ‘God who asks someone to murder his innocent child’ (p. 154); ‘Abraham intends to murder Isaac’ (p. 154); and so on. This is particularly telling because early on Crider gives us God’s wording of the original text which so demonstrably contradicts his use of the word ‘murder’: ‘And He said, “Take, pray, your son, your only one, whom you love, Isaac, and go forth to the land of Moriah and offer him up as a burnt offering on one of the mountains which I will show you.” (Genesis 22: 2)]  [21:  The expression is one of the writer’s but may be common in Reception History.]  [22:  Selvén,  ‘The Binding of Isaac in J.R.R. Tolkien and Stephen King’, p. 171. The questions include: ‘Did Abraham, who had (perhaps just, depending on how you read the “after these things” in Gen. 22:1) driven off Ishmael, have any personal motives or traumas contributing to his peculiar response to the Divine command?’; and, referring to King’s and Tolkien’s presumed moral values, ‘what are the implications of those value judgements on Genesis 22?’ ]  [23:  For example, is it appropriate to try to impose contemporary moral values on a different era or culture? Is the (perhaps unwitting) ‘reworking’ of the Adekah by King and Tolkien the ‘thing’ itself, i.e. the ‘act’ of horizon-joining that Gadamer adjures for the humanities?]  [24:  Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York City: Perseus Books,1981)]  [25:  It is Carroll (Carroll, R. P., 'The Reader and the Text', in A. D. H. Mayes (ed.), Text in Context: Essays by Members of the Society for Old Testament Study (Oxford, 2000); online edn, Oxford Academic, 7 Apr. 2004) who says, amongst other things, ‘There must be space for the text to contribute something to the hermeneutic process.’ (p. 24)]  [26: David J. Zucker, ‘The deceiver deceived: rereading Genesis 27’, Jewish Bible Quarterly, 39(1), (2011) 46–58.] 


There is also the socio-political dimension, demonstrated in Jessica Keady’s study of Genesis 34 (the rape of Dinah)[footnoteRef:27]. Here is a call to action, not in repudiation of the biblical text, but in recognition of gender prejudices that stretch back over millennia.  [27:  ‘Rape Culture Discourse and Female Impurity: Genesis 34 as a Case Study’: An expanded version of the article in The Reader, Winter 2016, 115 (5), pp. 18-20. ] 


Philosophical objections to some Reception History practices have been only touched on. Inescapably, however, some authority will need to be granted to text[footnoteRef:28]. If you hold to ‘sola scriptura’, Reception History may leave you too running amok without a straitjacket. If not, then you may benefit from Reception History’s freedom of imagination, while at the same time having access to the sanctity (and not just authority) of text that a (parallel) church tradition can offer.  [28:  Even if the text itself is uncertain. See note 25 on ‘creating space for the text to contribute’.] 
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