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Preface to the Paperback

Edition

Since the publication of the hardback edition of The

Blackwell Companion to the Bible and Culture in 2006, there

has been a veritable explosion of academic interest in the

reception history of the Bible. In addition to two new

journals, Biblical Reception and the on-line open access

Relegere: Studies in Religion, there are at least three

reference works: my own Concise Dictionary of the Bible

and its Reception (2009), the Oxford Handbook of the

Reception History of the Bible (2011) and the projected 30-

volume Encyclopaedia of the Bible and its Reception

(2009–). Out of numerous other recent publications by

biblical scholars I might mention Bernhard Lang, Joseph in

Egypt. A Cultural Icon from Grotius to Goethe (2009), Martin

O’Kane, ed., Biblical Art from Wales (2010), Chris Rowland,

Blake and the Bible (2011) and After Ezekiel. Essays on the

Reception of a Difficult Prophet, edited by Paul Joyce and

Andrew Mein (2011). Six more volumes in the Blackwell

Bible Commentary Series have also appeared, three on Old

Testament books, Esther (Carruthers), Ecclesiastes

(Christianson) and Psalms I (Gillingham), and three on New

Testament books, Galatians (Riches), Thessalonians

(Thiselton) and the Pastoral Epistles (Twomey). Despite all

this, thanks to the pioneering work of a large and very

remarkable team of contributors, I think the Blackwell

Companion is still in many respects ahead of the game, and

will continue to provide a useful reference source as well as

a starting point for future research in most of these rapidly

expanding areas of postmodern Biblical Studies.

The other thing I want to refer to that happened in the

years following the publication of the hardback edition, is



the untimely death of Paul Fletcher in September 2008 at

the age of 43. The original conception and overall structure

of the volume owes almost everything to his scholarship and

the breadth of his vision, and I would like to dedicate this

paperback edition to his memory, with affection, nostalgia

and great respect.

John F. A. Sawyer

Perugia



Introduction

John F. A. Sawyer

If we exclude those parts of the world where the Bible was

entirely unknown before the advent of Christian

missionaries, there are few aspects of culture, ancient,

mediaeval and modern, European and non-European,

religious and secular, that have not interacted in some way

with the Bible. Outside the United Nations building in New

York the representatives of at least 191 countries are daily

confronted by a bronze statue, 3 metres high, entitled ‘Let

us beat our swords into ploughshares’ (cf. Isa. 2:4; Mic. 4:3).

According to the latest statistics provided by the United

Bible Societies, there are 2,377 languages in which the Bible

or parts of it can be read, while another, probably rather

less reliable, calculation sets at more than six billion the

number of copies of ‘the world’s best-seller’ sold since the

invention of printing. The title of this Companion reflects the

scale of the subject and sets no boundaries on the areas to

be explored, chronological, geographical or thematic. The

only limits are arbitrary and practical, namely the size of the

volume and its date of publication. As the authors faced

with the challenge of contributing to it have frequently

pointed out over the past few years, they could not possibly

give adequate coverage to every aspect of their topic and

have had to be selective. The same is true of the editor.

There are many topics that would have been relevant and

interesting and which some readers will be disappointed to

find missing. What no-one can say, however, is that this

project was too narrowly defined, or that the vast range of

material covered is not broadly representative of the

extraordinary phenomenon implied by the title.



The word ‘Bible’ in the title is itself comprehensive and

includes both Jewish and Muslim definitions, although it

must be said that, apart from the two chapters specifically

devoted to Judaism and Islam, the authors are working by

and large with the Christian Bible in the sense that the texts

discussed are in the vernacular (mostly English) rather than

the original Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek, and include the New

Testament. The interaction between the Christian Bible and

culture, however, goes well beyond Church history, and well

beyond a survey of Christian interpretations of the Bible.

The title of the volume deliberately presents a relationship

between two terms that can be described as both tension-

filled and mutually generative. The focus throughout is the

interaction between the text, the specific context of the

Bible’s readers, and the weight of the historical past and

tradition(s) that impact upon the readers’ present. The aim

is to provide a series of assessments of the ways in which

the various ‘practices’ of culture – aesthetic, political,

religious – inform and are informed by scripture. It offers a

coherent challenge to assumptions that the Bible is a static

and univocal phenomenon. Just as the text and its readers

have challenged dominant cultural assumptions in every

age or period, so too changing cultural forms constantly

question the validity of the biblical text and its

interpretations.

Only a minority of the authors – and the editor – would

describe themselves as having had a conventional training

in biblical studies. Most come from other disciplines, and the

variety of fields of study and topics selected is matched by

the variety of scholarly approaches adopted. A few are

concerned to show how the meaning of certain biblical texts

can be or has been illuminated by the application of insights

from aspects of contemporary culture such as, for example,

architecture and psychology. Others, less interested in the

niceties of biblical interpretation, explore the impact of the



Bible – or particular biblical texts – on the Reformation,

politics in general, ecology, and the like, or on specific

peoples and communities, especially in Asia, South Africa

and Latin America. Another group, the largest group,

focuses on types of interaction between the ‘Bible’ and

‘Culture’ which illuminate both, as for example in the

chapters on Literature, Film, Music, Art, the Theatre, the

Body, Gender, Nationalism and Postmodernism.

A recurrent theme in these essays, designed to make

students of the Bible and other disciplines more aware of

what kind of a text they are working with, is the multi-

faceted nature of the Bible and its after-lives. Christopher

Hill, whose book The English Bible and the Seventeenth-

Century Revolution is also a recurring motif in BCBC, argues

that ‘the polysemy of Scripture undermined its political

power’ (1993: 428). If the text can mean more or less

whatever anyone wants it to mean, then how can it be used

as an authority on which social policies, ecclesiastical

dogmas, ethical codes or the like are based? The evidence

of this volume is that, far from undermining the political

power of the Bible, its many meanings seem to have

provided its readers with all the inspiration and authority

they need, whether to justify a theological doctrine or to

create a work of art or to rebel against an oppressive

regime.

It is no postmodern discovery that a text can and often

does have many meanings. As the rabbis of the second

century CE put it, ‘Just as a hammer striking a rock makes

several sparks, so too every scriptural verse yields several

meanings’ (Talmud Sanhedrin 34a). The same is true of

most patristic exegesis, where, for example, allegorizing

was one of the main methods used to interpret scripture,

and for mediaeval Christian writers and artists, for whom

the literal sense of the Bible was of little consequence in

comparison to what they considered to be deeper, more


