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What is Reception History and Does it Have Value in Biblical Studies

Reception History considers how the interpretation and impact of Bible texts have changed and developed over time, influenced by their transmission within different cultures and historical context, and how they have been presented by varying artists and their differing mediums. In contrast to Biblical Criticism which studies original texts and their meaning within their authors context (Breed, n.d.), Reception History examines the developing and changing impact of Bible texts over the centuries and within different social consciousness, and thereby considers the emergence of new interpretations and insights. For example, whilst Christianity is a historical religion founded on the ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, what matters for reception historians is not the exact historical accuracy of the events, but how Christian belief in Jesus has influenced the consciousness and actions of people, society and nations to date. 
Reception History considers that there is no one, permanently ‘correct’ reading of a text, but rather, there is a continually changing and evolving interpretation of the text by new readers (Hardwick, 2015). Based on the work of the philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer, it could be considered that all interpretation is historically and linguistically situated, and that the reader of a text is not a passive recipient but is active in understanding and interpreting its meaning (Gadamer, 2004). Hans Robert Jauss developed this concept further and his work promoted the study of highly influential Bible commentators based on the significance of their impact on others  (Jauss, 1982). Whilst Anselm of Caterbury and Martin Luther would be considered worthy of Reception History study based on their significant international impact, an example within Wales would be the poet, William Williams, Pantycelyn whose prolific hymn writing, extensive travelling and ministry to the fledgling fellowship meetings was foundational in establishing and supporting the Welsh Methodist movement in the 18th century. Indeed, his hymns remain the cornerstone of present-day worship within Welsh chapel services. Whilst another celebrated Welsh hymn writer, Ann Griffiths was not as prolific as Williams, her work has been described as containing some of the great Christian poetry of Europe and her hymns as one of the highlights of Welsh literature  (James, 2003). Ann Griffiths herself has become a prominent icon for Welsh speaking people of Wales, generating novels, dramas and films of her life. Canon Alchin, a leading authority on Christian spirituality stated that “her stature is to be measured against the great and unquestioned figures of the church’s history” (James, 2003). The significant impact that Williams and Griffiths have had within Wales, and similarly the Wesley brothers in England, would support the view of some reception historians that “how people have interpreted, and been influenced by, a sacred text like the Bible is often as interesting and historically important as what it originally meant” (Rowland, 2004). Reception History therefore, in incorporating the work of key figures and their ongoing impact and influence on the lives of people drawn to their work enriches Biblical Studies and broadens the appeal to those drawn to study the field. 
For some Reception historians, the question of the historical origin and original meaning of a text recedes into the background and instead, there is greater value in focussing on the actual usage, its interpretation, development, growth and impact within communities and individuals. James Crossly has suggested that there are three categories of Reception historians: those that work within the boundaries of a theological tradition; those that utilise Reception History study to establish the correct interpretation of a text; and those who have a very broad inclusive approach for contributors (Crossley, 2010, pp. 117-130). There is merit in taking a broad, inclusive approach to Reception History, not least because it gives opportunities from those who are not the ‘historically usual’ white male contributors. That is, Reception History contributions from women and non-white people greatly enriches the interpretative meaning, understanding and impact of Biblical texts, to the benefit of all.
It is also evident that different generations and communities interpret Biblical texts within their own context and circumstances and use their own situations to aid their understanding and how to apply their teaching (Langston, 2010, p. 1). For example, John S. Mbiti considers that “Africans hear their stories in the Bible” and that people interpret Bible stories in their own personal way (Mbiti, 1986, p. 26). This accords with the view that Christians generally read the Bible as if it were timeless and addressed to themselves (Carroll, 2000, p. 19) and therefore there is great value to Biblical Studies in Reception History’s contribution of studying the interpretation, transmission, influence, and impact of Biblical texts over history and cultures. 
The Seventh Ecumenical Council in 787CE accepted the legitimacy of Christian art and thereafter, artists have made a considerable contribution to the presentation and understanding of Biblical texts (Harries, 2020, p. 1). Visually representing people and events from the Bible became widespread during the Middle Ages and on through the Renaissance in Europe, to the extent that they provided insightful and sophisticated interpretations of Biblical texts (Labriola, 2014, p. 175). Paintings sometimes couple images from the Old Testament with the New Testament to present the former characters or events as foreshadowing their counterparts in the latter. In this manner, they visually present Jesus Christ as fulfilling the messianic prophesies of the Old Testament. Images of the Trinity often have the Holy Spirit depicted as a dove who is placed above the Father and the Son at the apex of a triangular presentation, thereby reinforcing the Triune message of the Godhead (Labriola, 2014, pp. 176-177). After Jesus’ death, presentations of his resurrection are often in dramatic Christus Victor representations. Jesus is shown standing victorious over his tomb with banner in hand and a new dawn emerging on a landscape background, thereby depicting his glorious victory over death and the rallying point for the faithful.  Another popular visual theme is the Annunciation which usually links Mary with Old Testament prophesies, with the addition of a dove representing the Holy Spirit’s presence and interaction with Mary. However, the usual visual presentation of the other Mary, Mary Magdalene, severely misrepresents the known facts because of Pope Gregory’s influential homily in c.591. Pope Gregory conflated Mary Magdalene with the unidentified sinner in Luke’s Gospel who washed Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume and dried them with her hair. Pope Gregory stated that her sins were of a sexual nature and from this point, Mary Magdalene develops the reputation in Western Christianity of being a repentant prostitute, which strongly influenced artists in their presentation of her. Arising from the tradition that Mary Magdalene had been a prostitute, she also became the patroness of "wayward women", and, in the eighteenth century, moral reformers established Magdalene Asylums to help save women from prostitution. Whilst latterly, the Vatican has corrected the misinterpretation of Mary Magdalene as a repentant prostitute, nonetheless the view of Mary as a repentant prostitute has continued to grow more prevalent in popular culture. Therefore, religious art has had a very significant impact on people’s understanding of Biblical text and the inclusion of its interpretation and influence contributes greatly to Reception History and thereby broadens the boundaries of Biblical studies
By Reception History expanding the boundaries of Biblical Studies, it draws in the interest and contributions of other disciplines, such as Philosophy, History, Cultural Studies, Art and Politics. This cross-fertilisation and collaboration of disciplines will produce new insights and understanding and should enable Biblical Studies to become more relevant to new audiences and new generations. Some may consider that “Reception History is Biblical Studies on holiday” (Gillingham, 2018, p. 17), but the new perspectives the study field offers has a more substantial contribution to make than that phrase may imply. Other commentators consider that Biblical texts is “Reception History all the way down…with…no clear starting point” (Breed, 2012, p. 304). If Biblical Studies is to remain relevant for current generations and new students, then there is a role to study historical and contemporary presentations of Biblical texts, their interpretation and impact, rather than in their ancient context alone. 
It is evident that the Bible is a cultural text whose impact has affected most people of the world, either directly or indirectly. Ulrich Luz stated that “The history of the Bible is infinite” (Luz, 1989, p. 95) whilst Markus Bockmuehl considered that Reception historians have only yet gathered what is visible of an iceberg, whereby there is much more to uncover which is “submerged beneath the waves of history” (Bockmuehl, 1995, p. 66). Therefore, studying Biblical texts in terms of their use, abuse, influence and impact is of significant value to Biblical Studies, because that is the means by which justice is truly done to the Bible (Lyons, 2018, p. 13). Therefore, Reception History is likely to be of great value in attracting new contributions and new students to Biblical Studies, given its inclusive approach. In this manner Biblical Studies, through Reception History, can contribute to understanding human history and the changing nature of society and faith.
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