
From Patriarchs to Prophets: Reading and Reception (HPRS 7015)


Assessment One
29 October 2021


By 
Asher Tauran
Student number 1904355



What is Reception History and does it have value in Biblical Studies




















[bookmark: _Hlk85796141]Reception history or biblical reception history according to the Oxford Encyclopedias of the Bible ‘focusses on interpretation on biblical texts throughout history, examining the impact that the Bible has had in different spheres’.[footnoteRef:1] Whereas the history of biblical interpretation focused on the ways biblical texts are understood in commentaries and theological writing, reception history has helped the growth of and a variety of other disciplines.[footnoteRef:2] Ian Boxall defines reception history as the study of the ongoing use, interpretation and impact of a biblical text. In a similar fashion Brennan Breed describes 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’.[footnoteRef:3] In other words for Brennan reception history explores all the different ways that people have received, appropriated and used biblical texts throughout history.  [1:  "Reception History." in Oxford Encyclopedias of the Bible. Ed., Christine E. Joynes. Oxford Biblical Studies Online, Oct 28, 2021, p.1.]  [2:  Ian Boxall, “Reception History and the Interpretation or Revelation”, in The Oxford Handbook of the Book of Revelation, Craig R. Koester, ed., Oxford University Press (NY): Oxford University, 2020, p.1.]  [3:  Brennan Breed, “What is reception History?”, Bible Odyssey , 26 September 2021, available: https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/tools/bible-basics/what-is-reception-history, [Accessed 16 October 2021].] 

To obtain a better understanding and appreciation of the role reception history has played in the past and continues to play in biblical studies today, it is imperative to reflect on its origins and the developments reception history has gone through since its creation. Reception history can be described as ‘a derivative of the history of biblical interpretation or history of exegesis and can be contrasted to biblical criticism’.[footnoteRef:4] While the latter focusses on the original text of the bible and what it originally meant for the authors and its audiences, the former accentuates the way biblical text was and is received, besides the theological writings and commentaries also in the world of the artist, the musician, and the writer. Reception history as such finds its origin in Hans Georg Gadamer’s (1900-2002) philosophy of ‘effective history’ (Rezeptionsgeschichte) in which ‘all interpretation is historically and linguistically situated’.[footnoteRef:5] In other words the recipient of the text is positioned within his or her own zeitgeist while using his or her own set of values, pre-judgements, and personal references to play part in constructing its meaning. [4:  Ibid.,p.1.]  [5:  "Reception History." in Oxford Encyclopedias of the Bible, p.4] 

Gadamer’s student, Hans Robert Jauss (1921-1997), expanded his work by methodizing it by ‘establishing a canon of exemplary commentators who provided the most influential interpretations on theological treaties’.[footnoteRef:6] But it was Ulrich Luz, a Swiss New Testament scholar who ultimately incorporated reception history in biblical studies. He made the distinction between the impact of the text itself (wirkungsgeschichte) and how it was perceived by the people who receive the text.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Ibid., p.4.]  [7:  Mark Knight, “Wirkungsgeschichte, Reception History, Reception Theory, Journal for the Study of the New Testament, 33(2) 137-146, pp. 137-140.] 

In answering the question whether reception history has value in Biblical Studies it is important first to understand the various critique surrounding the scholarly discipline of reception history. In doing so this essay focusses primarily on its methodology, and purpose. One of the problems with reception history is how to give it a conceptional framework, how to differentiate it and compare it with e.g. the history of interpretation and historical biblical criticism. There is still plenty of debate about the various studies and their respective domains and how they mutually correlate. Do these schools overlap and to what extent, do they complement or even exclude each other and in what way? What do they have in common and what parameters are to be adopted or does it even matter? Jonathan Roberts in answering the question whether the domain of reception history is too vast, describes reception history as ‘a scholarly enterprise, consisting of electing and collating shards of that infinite wealth of reception material in accordance with the particular interests of the historian concerned, and give them a narrative frame’.[footnoteRef:8] The above questions are closely related to Gadamer’s ad Jauss’s philosophy and Lutz’ approach who tried to methodize their ideas while focusing on whose responses are deemed to be important around a certain religious tradition and, what material is acceptable and how it should be arranged. Such an approach, however, creates authoritative issues. Who is to decide what is and what is not important, what selection criteria is acceptable? Furthermore, these vast number of meanings are set in parameters which are not universal. In other words, if the purpose of reception history is to show us a broad spectrum of biblical textual meanings from different angles, it may fail to convince in its universality, timelessness, and uniqueness exactly because of this criterial selectiveness. Therefore, the lack in clear methodology tends to demote reception history to being little more than an ‘anthologizing or cataloguing’ exercise.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Jonathan Roberts, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, Michael Lieb, Emma Mason, Jonathan Roberts and Christopher Rowland, Eds., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, Introduction, p.1.]  [9:   Ian Boxall, “Reception History and the Interpretation or Revelation”, p.6.] 

A second problem of reception history as part of biblical studies is its purpose. Most sources point out that reception history ‘allows for opening up all sorts of new meanings in the biblical text’.[footnoteRef:10] But in doing so, it basically ‘undermines’ foundationalist hermeneutics, whose assumption is that behind the various meanings of the biblical text an empirically verifiable one exists, and that reception history allows for multiple biblical ‘truths’ to exist putting it in direct opposition to biblical historical criticism. [footnoteRef:11] As such, it is safe to say that reception history embraces the existence of relative truths on the same level as those who advocate the absolute truth of ‘the word of God’ and its ‘true meaning’ as expressed in the Bible. In other words, reception history puts the possibility of an empirically verifiable original meaning of the text at the same level as multifaceted meanings of a text through the eyes of the beholder(s). As such Jonathan Roberts then rightly asks, ‘who owns the Bible center stage?’[footnoteRef:12] A legitimate question as reception history clearly moved away from the traditional Jewish and Christian hermeneutics and exegesis and by its own nature embraces all possible backgrounds including the non-religious ones. [10:  Jonathan Roberts, “Introduction”, p.4.]  [11:  Brennan Breed, p.1.]  [12:  Jonathan Roberts, p.5.] 

Regardless of the criticism as described above, reception history for much of the same reasons it has been criticized, it also has contributed to Biblical Studies in general. Reception history ‘offers the potential to enlarge our interpretative horizons and facilitate a commitment to those who have been marginalized, including female voices, voices of black and rural communities.[footnoteRef:13] Ian Boxall believes reception history can function ‘to explore the trajectory of specific traditions of interpretation, open up forgotten or fresh perspectives and challenge historical-critical assumptions that the meaning of a text is straight forward or univocal’.[footnoteRef:14] Brennan Breed in a similar fashion argues that ‘reception history can help us see the connections between earlier interpretations of biblical texts and later readings, and it can explain why people have read it in millions of different ways throughout history’.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Reception History, Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible p.3.]  [14:  Ian Boxall, p.13.]  [15:  Brennan Breed, p.2.] 

Personally, reception history is appealing as its focus is for a large part on its historical value. Some scholars have argued that in reception history the focus is on what impact a biblical text has (had) on different cultures during different periods in time. Susan E Gillingham e.g. describes the ‘historical journey’ of Psalm 137 from the antiquities, through the Reformation period up till the creation of the Jewish state from both a Jewish and a Christian perspective.[footnoteRef:16] The contribution of such an approach is the ‘historical journey’ of the text; how, over time the effect of the biblical text has changed and simultaneously has exposed its multivalency. Another example of the impact of reception history incorporating this multivalency, how it developed over time and as such holds historical value is e.g. the way Darwin’s evolution theory in relation to Genesis 1-2 differently impacted British Anglican, German Protestant and Italian Roman Catholic teachings about the creation during the second half of the 19th century and onwards up till this very day. The Samuel Wilberforce versus Thomas Huxley debate as narrated in the Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible by John Hedley Brooke shows what Darwin’s ‘Origins of Species’ meant during Britain’s puritan Victorian age and when compared to the contemporary German theological age and the Vatican Council I under Pope Pius IX, Darwin’s theory can be understood within its historical perspective and as such add value to the overall theological perception.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Susan E. Gillingham, “Reception History, Biblical Studies and the Issue of Multivalency”, Melita Theologica, Journal of the Faculty of Theology, University of Malta, 68(1), 2018, 1-15. pp.4-6.]  [17:  John Hedley Brooks, “Samuel Wilberforce, Thomas Huxley, and Genesis,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, Michael Lieb, Emma Mason, Jonathan Roberts and Christopher Rowland, Eds., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018, pp.1-15 (pp.1-4).] 

In conclusion, reception history has its critics as a discipline within Bible Studies. Historical biblical criticism adopting a historical-critical method maybe highly critical of the multivalent nature of reception history’s hermeneutical approach but at the same time it allows for a broad-spectrum view of the biblical texts which may promote ambiguity or instill deeper insights. Personally, besides its impact on different cultures during different periods in history, reception history’s value from a historical point of view is worth in its own right, especially as it clearly contributes to a broad minded multi angled approach to the reception of biblical texts ‘sans prejudice’.
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