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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?
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Definition

Reception history encourages the scholar to move beyond the singular focus of provenance and the meaning of a biblical text understood in its original context, and to consider rather how a text has been read, interpreted and used throughout its life by multiple and various audiences[footnoteRef:1]. How different cultures and communities have received, appropriated and used biblical texts throughout history illuminates the way in which they have been changed over time through transmission, translation or reading and retelling[footnoteRef:2]. The term ‘reception history’ from the German ‘Rezeptionsaesthetik’, originated in the 1960s as a German equivalent to ‘reader-response’ criticism[footnoteRef:3]. Some scholars use the term ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’ to describe this practice[footnoteRef:4]; translating as ‘impact history’ the priority is the text itself rather than the passive process of reception – the text has power to influence people and events[footnoteRef:5]. Further, the terms ‘Nachleben’ (Afterlife) and ‘history of consequences’ have also been used. Whilst this variety of terms may suggest nuanced differences in approach, the outcomes of studies employing them look fairly similar[footnoteRef:6]. Modern interpretations and approaches in discerning the meaning of a text assume that there is one single and true meaning and also that modern techniques are discoveries are more likely to find this[footnoteRef:7]. However, the challenge for the reception historian lies in selecting and collating remnants from the infinite wealth of reception material and preparing a narrative frame[footnoteRef:8]. The terms of reference are much wider than the history of interpretation[footnoteRef:9] and scholars of reception history needs must envisage parameters evaluating which responses they consider important, how this choice can be justified and to what end it is being marshalled[footnoteRef:10]. Similarly, recent investigations into the composition of biblical texts have revealed their very fluid nature, the lengthy process of their composition with no discernible endpoint[footnoteRef:11], expanding potential parameters even further. [1:  J. Sawyer, Sacred Texts and Sacred Meanings. (2011). Sheffield p.35]  [2:  B. Breed, https://www.bibleodyssey.org:443/en/tools/bible-basics/what-is-reception-history]  [3:  Sawyer p.36]  [4:  Breed]  [5:  Sawyer p.36]  [6:  Breed]  [7:  Sawyer p.39]  [8:  J. Roberts, Introduction. In: Lieb, M., Mason, E., Roberts, J. and Rowland C Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible. (2011) Oxford p.3]  [9:  Sawyer p.37]  [10:  Roberts p.3]  [11:  Breed] 


The Dead Sea discoveries are hugely significant as a source of first-hand information concerning the development and reception of Israel’s scriptures[footnoteRef:12] highlighting the fluidity of the texts in the Second Temple period[footnoteRef:13]with often different versions of the same biblical books circulating simultaneously[footnoteRef:14], thus leading scholars to question the importance of discovering an ‘original’. Indeed, the exegetes at Qumran consciously exploited the co-existence of multiple text forms implying a view of scripture that was intentionally plural and polyvalent[footnoteRef:15]. These textual variants were considered clues to the full meaning of the divine revelation[footnoteRef:16]. It is this human importance of the Bible which evidently does not lie in a single foundational meaning of a text which becomes clear through following a history of reception[footnoteRef:17]. The transitional world in which we live leads to an engagement with biblical texts which itself is ever-changing. Reception history, therefore, documents the multifaceted and mysterious individual experiences of the biblical text recognising the dynamic relationship between text and audience, rather than an attempt to identify and stabilise a textual meaning in isolation from the vacillatory nature of human life[footnoteRef:18]. [12:  S. Docherty, Pre-publication version of “Israel’s Scriptures in the Dead Sea Scrolls.” In Henze, M. and Lincicum. D. (eds.), The Old Testament in the New: Israel's Scriptures in the New Testament and other Early Christian Writings. (forthcoming 2021) Grand Rapids p.1]  [13:  ibid p.2]  [14:  Breed]  [15:  ibid p.9]  [16:  ibid p.9]  [17:  Roberts p.8]  [18:  ibid p.8] 


Case Study – Genesis 22 

The story of the Sacrifice of Isaac (The Akedah) in Genesis 22 is an ongoing source of discussion in both Christian and Jewish literature. A story which links the two religions together[footnoteRef:19], there is a plethora of artistic representations emanating from both traditions[footnoteRef:20] and demonstrate the interaction between text and audience over many hundreds of years. Kessler argues that artists who engage with biblical texts should be viewed as exegetes in their own right as the interpretations they offer are individual and often conflict with accepted interpretations offered by Rabbis or the Church Fathers[footnoteRef:21]. Indeed some of these have drawn criticism from theologians seeing in the diversity of interpretation danger and error; seventeenth century Protestant theologian Jean D’Espagne commented “…this picture is false and doth bely the Holy history...” and Martin Luther was adamant that “the picture commonly painted about Abraham about to kill his son is incorrect”[footnoteRef:22]. The Akedah has generated a number of ways in which artists have engaged with the story: as a guide to moral conduct, as an exemplar of theatrical drama and as a means of discussing contemporary politics[footnoteRef:23]. Not only are the ideas of the individual artist evident but contemporary social or political resonances[footnoteRef:24]. Interpretations developed to mirror liturgical or literary developments[footnoteRef:25] and in the tenth century, the liturgical function of The Akedah began to be emphasized by suggesting the story as a paradigm of the Eucharist[footnoteRef:26]. This was further developed by the writers of the Medieval Mystery plays who rewrote some of the narrative elements[footnoteRef:27]. The conversation surrounding the stories in the Hebrew Scriptures changed in Europe during the fourteenth to seventeenth century due to the Humanist movement whereby the characters were seen as physical beings with thoughts and feelings[footnoteRef:28]. Abraham’s complex response to God’s command fascinated Harmenszoon van Rijn Rembrandt (1606-1669)[footnoteRef:29] which he depicted in ‘Sacrifice of Isaac’ (1635); the strong expression in Abraham’s face and expressive gesture reveals Abraham’s amazement in a moment of great emotional tension. The turbulent movement, sharp contrasts of light and shade, and heightened dramatism are offset by the vulnerability of Isaac whose face we do not see, rather his exposed throat prepared for sacrifice. [19:  E. Kessler, The Sacrifice of Isaac (the Akedah) in Christian and Jewish Tradition: Artistic Representations. In: O'Kane, M Borders, Boundaries and the Bible. (2002). London and New York p.74]  [20:  ibid p.97]  [21:  ibid p.97]  [22:  ibid p.98]  [23:  E. Isaacson, E. S. “Musical Perspectives on the Binding of Isaac Story in the 20th Century: Aharon Harlap and Menachem Zur’s Akedat Ytzchak and Steve Reich’s The Cave”. (2015) Doctor of Musical Arts in Music. Illinois p.24]  [24:  ibid p.24]  [25:  Kessler p.98]  [26:  Isaacson p.27]  [27:  ibid p.27]  [28:  ibid p.30]  [29:  ibid p.30] 


In the world of music, The Akedah appears first in an oratorio by Giacomo Carissimi (1605-1674). The approach to musical story telling created by Carissimi influenced the work of later composers[footnoteRef:30]. The role of music and librettos offer a form of ‘midrash’ adding many dimensions to characters who appear two-dimensional in their original setting[footnoteRef:31], however, this work is also the first of many settings where the composer has exercised an exegetical choice by including additional text – in this case Psalm 117[footnoteRef:32]. This Psalm has been selected to reinforce the moral that God is benevolent[footnoteRef:33]. Morality is at the heart of Stravinsky’s ‘Abraham et Isaac’ (1962-63), a sacred ballad for baritone and Orchestra. This time, however, it is a vehicle to question the mendacity of political conflict, mirroring the feelings of young Americans who were growing suspicious of their role as sacrificial victims for the narrow political aims of an antiquated political system[footnoteRef:34]. Modern depictions of The Akedah are not immune to falling foul of the critics. In 1978 sculptor George Segal (1924-2000) was commissioned to create a commemorative piece for the Kent State Shootings (4th May 1970). On its completion, the sculpture ‘Abraham and Isaac – In memory of May 4 1907’ was refused by Kent State who stated that it was “inappropriate to commemorate the deaths of four students and the wounding of none on the campus with a statue which appears to represent an act of violence about to be committed”. Princeton University, however, thought differently and accepted the work in 1979[footnoteRef:35]. In an address to the university at the sculpture’s unveiling Segal commented: “There is a strong connection in my mind between the image of Abraham and Isaac and the killings at Kent State. It is an attempt to introduce difficult moral and ethical questions as to how older people should behave toward their children”. [30:  ibid p.31]  [31:  H. Leneman Musical Illuminations of Genesis Narratives. (2019) London and New York p.xv]  [32:  Isaacson p.33]  [33:  ibid p.33]  [34:  ibid p.45]  [35:  ibid p.45] 


Value

It is indisputable that Western culture, despite becoming increasingly secular, is imbued with biblical resonances. Recognising reception history restores public ownership of the Bible raising awareness of what texts can mean in relation to what they have meant in all kinds of contexts[footnoteRef:36] and across centuries. Indeed, it is the theological, political, cultural and aesthetic afterlives of the scriptures that have been so influential[footnoteRef:37]. It is important to consider a range of responses be they negative or positive in order that a thorough picture of the reception of a text can be understood and can find its own voice. In order to hear the text clearly, those reviewing reception should be asking what it is about the language of a particular text, in this instance Genesis 22, that has initiated such a long and significant history[footnoteRef:38]. Reception history can support our understanding by revealing the connections between earlier interpretations and later readings, and explain why people have read the text in many ways throughout history[footnoteRef:39]. In both Judaism and Christianity, engaging with scripture is fundamental in building a relationship with God, however, in both religions, God is considered beyond human comprehension – without form or material substance. Engaging with scripture and contemplating the interplay between texts, interpreters, artists and audience throughout history can help individuals grasp the reality of that which is essentially unknowable. [36:  Sawyer p.39]  [37:  ibid p.38]  [38:  ibid p.41]  [39:  Breed] 
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