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


I will divide this brief work into two parts: firstly, defining reception history and outlining its conception; secondly, considering the role reception history has to play (both positive and negative) in contemporary Biblical studies. 


1. Definition and History.

Reception history can broadly be defined as “the study of the way in which a text’s interpreters have read the text in their various social and religious contexts”.[footnoteRef:1] It can be distinguished from mere reception (all the ways a text has been interpreted over the previous three millennia, which is clearly immeasurable) in that reception history is an organisation of the interpreted material into some form of order.[footnoteRef:2] What makes it unique in comparison to other methods of Biblical interpretation is that it is not limited solely to interpretive writings, but utilises poetry, art, film, novels and many other genre, provided it has in some way interpreted the text in question.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  C. Rowland, “Reception History”, in P. Gooder (ed.) Searching for Meaning (London: SPCK, 2008), p.111.]  [2:  J. Roberts, “Introduction”, in M. Lieb, E. Mason, J. Roberts, C. Rowland (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p.1.]  [3:  C. E. Joynes, “Changing Horizons: Reflections on a Decade at Oxford University’s Centre for Reception History of the Bible”, J Bible Recept 2014; 1(1), p.164] 


There is general agreement that the hermeneutical principles undergirding reception history originate in the writings of Hans George Gadamer, most notably his landmark 1960 monograph Truth and Method.[footnoteRef:4] Gadamer argued there is no such thing as an unbiased reading of any text, and that all interpretation is historically conditioned and thus dependent on the tradition to which the interpreter belongs:[footnoteRef:5] “History does not belong to us; we belong to it.”[footnoteRef:6] Gadamer himself pioneered the use of the word Wirkungsgschichte, (“effective history” or “history of influence”), pertaining to the way in which Biblical texts have shaped cultures.[footnoteRef:7] His view was that the interpreter should enter into a “benevolent [4:  M. Knight, “Wirkungsgeschichte, Reception History, Reception Theory”, JSNT 2010; 33(2), pp.137-138.]  [5:  Joynes, “Changing Horizons”, p.162.]  [6:  H. G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer and D., G. Marshall, 2nd edn. (London: Continuum, 2004), p. 276. Quoted in Roberts, “Introduction”, p.2.]  [7:  Joynes “Changing Horizons”, p.162; Rowland, “Reception History”, p.111. I am aware there is lack of consensus over the precise meanings of “Wirkungsgeschite”, “history of effect”, “reception history” and “history of interpretation” and various scholars at times use the terms interchangeably. For a helpful consideration of the terms see M.C. Callaway, “What’s the Use of Reception History?” Presentation given at the Society of Biblical Literature meeting, San Antonio, Texas, 2004. Accessed at https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwA21tmQBoRQMHMzdGEtdGNPVk0/view?resourcekey=0-RfOR4fm4QDfLKTX5DKTxcg on 26/6/21.
] 

dialogue” with the tradition of interpretation throughout history as a means of opening up hitherto unnoticed  avenues in a text. Importantly, whilst he was critical of the popular historical method, he did not suggest that Wirkungsgeschite should be a distinct discipline within Biblical studies, but rather a hermeneutical approach that encompassed the various methodologies (including the historical-critical approach).[footnoteRef:8] It was Gadamer’s student, Hans Robert Jauss, who built upon the foundation of his mentor and more explicitly developed the concept of “reception theory” (Rezeptionsaesthetik) as a distinct method in literary hermeneutics that have been utilised in Biblical studies.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Knight, Wirkungsgeschichte, pp.138-139. ]  [9:  J. F. A. Sawyer, “The Role of Reception Theory, Reader-Response Criticism and/or Impact History in the Study of the Bible: Definition and Evaluation”, Presentation given at the Society of Biblical Literature meeting, San Antonio, Texas, 2004. Accessed at https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwA21tmQBoRQZHB4eEFNSURSNjA/view?resourcekey=0-sUeG2mh6ZvBDxzo5aYhL3g on 26/6/21; A. Thiselton,  “Reception Theory, H. R. Jauss and the Formative Power of Scripture”,  SJT 2012, 65(3): pp.289–308.] 


Since the pioneering work of Gadamer and Jauss there has been an increasing body of literature and scholarly interest in the use of reception history. In 1985 Ulrich Luz produced a three volume work on Matthew’s Gospel which included a section of reception history with each pericope.[footnoteRef:10] The ongoing Blackwell Bible Commentary series aims to produce a commentary for each Biblical book with a specific focus on the reception history of the text.[footnoteRef:11] At the university level the Oxford Centre for Reception History of the Bible was established in 2002, with regular multi-disciplinary conferences, and two academic journals with a specific focus on reception history are now in print.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Callaway, “What’s the Use of Reception History?”.]  [11:  Rowland, “Reception History”, p.113. ]  [12:  Joynes, “Changing Horizons”, p.169.] 



2.1 The Value of Reception History for Biblical studies.

The obvious positive factor is that reception history immeasurably broadens the horizon of available material from which the interpreter may draw. Rather than focusing on the meaning of a text located to a particular time and space, reception history considers the interpretation of a text across multiple boundaries: time, space, culture, race, gender, social, economic, religious. As such, a vast diversity of voices pertaining to the text can contribute to its interpretation, and multitudinous voices can foster novel readings of the text which may have otherwise gone unnoticed. 

Reception history thus takes seriously the problem of “neutral” Biblical scholarship and accepts that all interpretation is contextualised. The emergence of many interpretive methods over the last century (such as reader-response, liberation, black, feminist and post-colonial criticism) have been in response to a perceived fixed method of interpretation (predominantly historical-critical) that has truncated what the Biblical text may have to say. Reception history can utilise all of these methods precisely because it considers all forms of interpretation throughout time. Strictly speaking reception history thus includes the historical-critical method, though the converse is not necessarily true. 

Further, and importantly for academic Biblical studies, it can bring together a variety of disciplines into meaningful dialogue: theology, the arts, literature, media studies, politics. One of the successes of the Oxford Centre has been precisely this, that it continues to build bridges between various disciplines and fosters communal learning[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Joynes, “Changing Horizons”, pp. 166-168.] 


Finally, in light of the above, I believe reception history has immense value in an increasingly multi-cultural and pluralistic society. Whilst there is a wealth of interpretive resources available throughout Church history, reception history can study Christian, Jewish, Islamic and voices from any faith (or none) as meaningful contributions to the interpretation of a Biblical text.


2.2 Potential Challenges for Reception History.

The immediate benefit of reception history (the vast material available) at once presents a clear problem, posed as a question by Roberts: Where does one start? And how does one decide how to organise the material?”[footnoteRef:14] This does not represent merely a theoretical difficulty but a genuine hermeneutical double-edged sword: Gadamer’s philosophical foundation makes explicit the fact that there is no unbiased interpretation, which therefore includes the interpretive work of reception history. Thus the interpreter utilising reception history will bring their own bias and traditions to bear on their selection of material just as much as in any other method. This is not an objection to reception history per se, so much as emphasising the importance of self-awareness and openness for those working in the field. David Parris puts forth a cogent argument in his introduction to reception history Reading the Bible with Giants that the work should be undertaken with charity and an attitude of “self-discovery”, being willing to have our own prejudices challenged:  [14:  Roberts, “Introduction”, p.1.] 


“Once we begin to examine interpretations and hermeneutical approaches that differ from, and may even challenge, our own, our preconceptions may be provoked”.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  D.P. Parris, Reading the Bible with Giants: How 2000 Years of Biblical Interpretation Can Shed Light on Old Texts (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2006), pp.92-93.] 


The challenge, then, is for honest self-reflection and awareness of the tendency to select a source we may prefer over another, due to our own preconceptions. 

A second criticism is that reception history may utilise interpretative methods that appear fanciful, unscholarly and departing from the literal sense of the text.[footnoteRef:16] Similarly, there may appear to be a shift away from the text to the interpreter (such that the text itself is no longer important, all that matters is the reader’s response) and an abdication of any ethical responsibility on behalf of the interpretation: reception history can thus become merely descriptive, not evaluative.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Rowland “Reception History”, p118. Mitchell however contests that this divide has been increasingly undermined by recent research: M.M. Mitchell, “Rhetorical and New Literary Criticism”, in J.W. Rogerson and J.M Lieu (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2006), p.629.]  [17:  Joynes, “Changing Horizons, p.170; Rowland, “Reception History”, p.119.] 


Whilst a thorough engagement with these criticisms is beyond the scope of this work and would necessitate a consideration of such factors as the meaning of a text versus its significance, in what way the text can be authoritative for believers throughout history and the role of the Holy Spirit in guiding the interpretation of the Christian Scriptures,[footnoteRef:18] I concur that these are legitimate challenges to the proper use of reception history and clearly necessitate areas for further dialogue and research.  [18:  Parris, Reading with Giants, p.80; 94-97.] 



3. Summary.

In conclusion, reception history is a relatively recent development in the field of Biblical studies that draws upon the interpretation of a text throughout history across a wide variety of genres. I believe it to have clear value for Biblical studies, not least because it opens up the material available to aid interpretation immeasurably and importantly to voices outside one’s own tradition and context. Conversely, the challenge for the future of reception history is for one to have a posture of humility and self-awareness when it comes to selection of material, and to take seriously the potential for fanciful interpretations far removed from the original text to take priority. I believe Gadamer’s “benevolent dialogue” is key here. Reception history at its best will continue to be a dialogue with history, across academic disciplines, worked out in communities of learning and open to critique.
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