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Diane Stankaitis (1402208)
HPRS7015
Assessment One
What is reception history, and does it have value in biblical studies?
___________________________________________________________________
	This essay aims to identify the nature of ‘reception history’ in the context of biblical studies, focusing on definitions/history, influences of reception historians, scholarly debates concerning reception history and its relationship with biblical criticism, its value in biblical studies, and future directions.

Definitions/History

	Brennan Breed 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”, including film and dramatic representations of biblical stories.[footnoteRef:1] Timothy Beal defines it as “the history of the reception of biblical texts, stories, images and characters, through the centuries, in the form of citation, interpretation, reading, revision, adaptation and influence”, including representation in “visual art, literature, music, politics, and other works of culture”.[footnoteRef:2] Christine Joynes considers it important that “seeing and hearing dimensions” be included.[footnoteRef:3] Andrew Dearman adds that reception history concerns how individuals in the Old Testament narratives are viewed, in Islam, Judaism (post-biblical), and the New Testament.[footnoteRef:4] Reception studies might explore a specific character, book, or cultural context.[footnoteRef:5]  [1: Brennan Breed, ‘What is Reception History?’, https://www.bibleodyssey.org:433, 31st May 2021.]  [2:  Timothy Beal, ‘Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural History of Scriptures’, Biblical Interpretation 19 (2011),  p. 359, p. 359n.6.]  [3:  Christine Joynes, ‘Changing Horizons: Reflections on a Decade at Oxford University’s Centre for Reception History of the Bible’, Journal of the Bible and its Reception 1, 1 (2014), p.164.]  [4:  Andrew Dearman, Reading Hebrew Narratives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), p. 185.]  [5:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, p. 359.] 

	Reception history is based on the ‘philosophical hermeneutics’ of Hans-Georg Gadamer, who used the term Wirkungsgeschichte to describe the how a text has been interpreted throughout history, and shapes attempts to interpret an original text.[footnoteRef:6] Reception history, in a biblical context, is sometimes considered synonymous with Wirkungsgeschichte.[footnoteRef:7] It refers to how biblical texts have shaped culture, recognising that readers do not passively receive texts, but actively give them meaning.[footnoteRef:8] A student of Gadamer, Hans Robert Jauss, coined the term ‘reception history’, considering it a methodology, although Gadamer was critical of empirical methodologies.[footnoteRef:9] [6:   Mark Knight, ‘Wirkungsgeschichte, Reception History, Reception Theory’, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 33, 2 (2010), p. 137); Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer and D.G. Marshall, 2nd edn. (London: Continuum, 2004), pp. 137-146.]  [7: John Sawyer, A Concise Dictionary of the Bible and its Reception (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 
p. ix; Joynes, ‘Changing Horizons’, p. 162.]  [8:  Gadamer, Truth and Method, pp. 299-306; Joynes, 2014, Changing Horizons, p. 162.]  [9:  Hans Georg Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. T. Bahti (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1982, p. 15; Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. xxvi; Joynes, Changing Horizons, p. 163.] 


Reception Historians

	Gadamer emphasises the role played by the cultural influences/prejudices of the historian:

	Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self‐	examination, we understand ourselves in a self‐evident way in the family, 	society, and state in which we live.  The prejudices of the individual, far more 	than his judgements, constitute the historical reality of his being.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer and D.G. Marshall, 2nd edn. (London: Continuum , 2004), pp. 276-277.] 


	Jonathan Roberts proposes that a reception historian selects material of personal interest.[footnoteRef:11] Cheryl Exum, writing from a feminist point of view, agrees.[footnoteRef:12] Reception historians, therefore, make choices regarding what responses to the bible are important, justification of material to be included, and to what ends.[footnoteRef:13] As Beal notes, “reception of what, which, and from whence?”[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Jonathan Roberts, Introduction, in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, eds. M. Lieb, E. Mason, J. Roberts, and C. Rowland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 1.]  [12:  Cheryl Exum, ‘Feminist Study of the Old Testament’, in A.D.H. Mayes (ed.) Text in Context: Essays by Members of the Society for Old Testament Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 86-115.]  [13:  Roberts, Introduction, p. 1.]  [14:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, p.369.] 

		
Reception History/History of Interpretation/Biblical Criticism

	Ulrich Luz, raises the question of links between terms often considered interchangeable, ‘history of interpretation’ and ‘reception history’, with Joynes acknowledging that the distinction between them is often unclear.[footnoteRef:15] Luz argues that the first concerns theological interpretations, whereas the second incorporates other media, also proposing that “history of interpretation be viewed as a subcategory of Wirkungsgeschichte”, but conceding that, in practice, the two terms can be used synonymously.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1-7: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), p. 65; Joynes, Changing Horizons, p. 163.]  [16:  Luz, Matthew 1-7,  p. 95; Joynes, Changing Horizon, pp. 163-164; Ulrich Luz, ‘Effective History and Art: A Hermeneutical Study with Examples from the Passion Narrative’, in E.E. Joynes (ed) Perspectives on the Passion: Encountering the Bible Through the Arts (London: T.&.T. Clark, 2007b), p.7.] 

	Breed contrasts reception history to biblical criticism, the interpretation of original biblical texts.[footnoteRef:17] He uses the serpent narrative in the book of Genesis (Gen. 3) as an example; a biblical-criticism scholar would not consider the serpent evil, because ancient Israelites did not view serpents negatively, but a reception historian might be interested in viewing alternative serpent narratives. For example, Second Temple-era books do consider the serpent to be evil; the New Testament book of Revelation (Rev. 12) calls the serpent “the Devil and Satan”. However, it is considered a hero in a 3rd-century creation story, and, in mediaeval Western Christian art, is depicted with the head of a female human, a common misogynistic view of Gen. 3.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Breed, What is Reception History?]  [18:  Breed, What is Reception History?] 

	It is important to highlight that scholars once believed there was an original text for every book in the bible. Biblical texts, however, were constantly updated and edited until around the 2nd-century CE. Indeed, different versions of biblical books existed in the Second Temple period, raising the question as to what can be considered an original text.[footnoteRef:19] In this context, Beal argues persuasively that the bible is a collection of “often competing, heterogeneous, ideas, more or less related to a wide variety of biblical things”.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Breed, What is Reception History?]  [20:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, pp. 368-369.] 

	I support Mark Knight’s argument that to choose between historical-reception and historical-critical risks ignoring that the two methodologies often intersect, concluding that no final conclusion can be reached.[footnoteRef:21] William Lamb, however, argues that a clear distinction would avoid confusion.[footnoteRef:22] Clearly this is an ongoing debate.  [21:  Knight, Reception History, p. 145.]  [22:  Knight, Reception History, p. 144; Joyes, Changing Horizons, p. 164; William Lamb, The Catena in Marcum: A Byzantine Anthology of Early Commentary on Mark (Leiden: Brill, 2012), p.5.] 


Value/Future Directions

	I support the arguments that reception history has had/continues to have a profound impact on biblical studies, because of the wide range of issues it addresses, particularly concerning the “ongoing, culturally-specific relationship between texts and readers”.[footnoteRef:23] Beal considers reception history “revolutionary”, because of the potential to facilitate conflict-resolution between historical-critical and literary-critical approaches, and, importantly, because cultural contexts encourage an interdisciplinary approach.[footnoteRef:24] However, he rightly argues for further progress, proposing a move to cultural history, rooted in anthropology, thereby moving from the “impacts or influences of biblical texts, to the cultural meaning of them”.[footnoteRef:25] Nevertheless, he identifies three valid limitations: it remains “oriented towards the interpretation of words”; it underestimates the materiality of scripture, particularly in the context of “social, cultural, financial, and sacred capital”, and “reception” implies that there is an “original” text, particularly relevant if, as discussed above, there is no original Bible to be received.[footnoteRef:26] Joynes, too, supports a multi-disciplinary approach, suggesting collaboration between academia, art galleries and museums.[footnoteRef:27]  [23:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, pp. 359-369; Joynes, Changing Horizons, p. 168.]  [24:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, pp. 364, 369. ]  [25:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, pp. 370-371.]  [26:  Beal, Reception History and Beyond, pp. 365-368.]  [27:  Joynes, Changing Horizons, p. 170.] 

	Whilst there can be no consensus on reception history, my view is that much can be gained from the “multiplicity and diversity” between different readings.[footnoteRef:28] As we exist in an ever-changing world, “the reception history of the bible is recognition of the dynamic relationship between texts and readers”.[footnoteRef:29] I therefore support Knight, who advocates a “plurality” of approaches, and Cheryl Exum, who argues effectively that “there is no single ‘correct’ way to read a text, or to assess the historical evidence”, convincing me of the advantages of adopting an interdisciplinary approach.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Roberts, Introduction, pp. 7-8.]  [29:  Roberts, Introduction, p. 7.]  [30:  Knight, Reception History, p. 144; Exum, Feminist Study, p. 87.] 

	I consider Lived Ancient Religion to be a methodology complementary to historical reception. It is an eclectic approach, concerned with “culture in interaction”, and the social context of religion in cultural contexts.[footnoteRef:31] One particularly relevant perspective is the attention paid to religious narratives. Janico Albrecht et al, and Georgia Petridou, provide excellent analyses of the ways in which narrators  influence how texts are interpreted.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Janico Albrecht et al, ‘Religion in the Making: The Lived Ancient Religion Approach’, Religion 48, 4 (2018), pp. 570-571.]  [32:  Albrecht et al, ‘Religion in the Making’, pp.574-575; Georgia Petridou, ‘Emplotting the Divine: Epiphanic Narratives as Means of Enhancing Agency’, Religion in the Roman Empire 1, 3, (2015), pp. 321-342.] 


Conclusion

	Having explored the nature of reception history in a biblical context, I conclude that it does have considerable value in biblical studies, despite the evidence suggesting that there is, and can never be, scholarly consensus on many of the points discussed. In my view, it rightly draws attention to the vast range of issues involved in receiving/interpreting biblical narratives. I would therefore support a diverse and multi-faceted approach in order to gain a broader understanding of reception history of the Bible, with particular attention being paid to cultural contexts, and interdisciplinary methodology, including Lived Ancient Religion. 

Diane Stankaitis
18th June 2021
1607 words, excluding title  
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