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Dear Explorers, 
 
Once a week for twelve years I’ve practiced a half-hour DVD yoga session called 
“Yoga Twists.”  At the end, the teacher never fails to tell me, “Your body feels like 
the clear sky after a good rain.”  And it always does! 
 
With welcome coolness, with clear sky after a good rain, October exits southeast 
Texas.  And here comes November—12th month of the church year, 11th month of 
the secular. What November 2020 holds, God alone knows. As someone said, 
“Trust God, and do the next right thing.” If a right thing for you includes these 
weekly lesson-reflections, I’m grateful. Blessings, and thanks so much for your 
steady companionship. 
 
We continue to avail ourselves of the rich material in the Hebrew Testament, as 
guided by the Revised Common Lectionary.  Jesus, his apprentices, Paul—all were 
rooted and grounded, soaked and steeped in the Hebrew Testament—the Torah, 
the Prophets, the Wisdom writings. This was their God-language, their ‘sweeter 
than honey,’ their ‘sharper than a two-edged sword.’ What a privilege to have 
access to the texts they treasured. 
 

 
Jesus preaching from the scroll of Isaiah 

 
Through centuries the Hebrew Testament has informed preaching, law, societal 
ethics, personal devotion, poetry, drama, art, and music.  Though biblical literacy 
has faded with time, the Testament remains. The work I feel impelled to pursue is 
to keep the stories alive, flesh them out, highlight connections, evoke thought, and 
gently loosen the grip of the notion that the New Testament fell into our hands fully 
formed, with no prior context.  
 
For this week’s lesson I’ve chosen to pause the production of iMovies, offering 
instead a format to engage at your own pace.  Text is in black, my commentary in 
blue.  In reading the blue, keep in mind I’m neither scholar nor trained theologian, 
just someone who aims to handle the material carefully, compassionately, 
creatively. 
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At my computer, in stretchy pants for comfort and lipstick for morale 

 
Our protagonist this week is Joshua, son of Nun.  Of the tribe of Ephraim (Ephraim 
was one of Joseph’s two sons), Joshua was a young Hebrew born in Egypt and 
chosen by Moses to be his aide and assistant in the Exodus.  He was also Moses’ 
designated heir.   
 

 
 
In last week’s lesson, Moses died at age 120, on Mount Nebo, just east of the 
Jordan River.  After the 30 days of mourning for Moses were completed, we’re told 
Joshua took up leadership and prepared to bring the people across the Jordan River 
into Canaan. At this important transition from Torah to the book of Joshua, the text 
doesn’t linger on Joshua’s personal grief nor his trepidation about his daunting 
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assignment. He simply gets on with it.  “Trust God and do the next right thing.”  As 
always we’re free and encouraged to read between the lines. 
 
It should be noted that respected scholars (and plenty of them) believe the Hebrew 
people dwelled in polytheistic Canaan from prehistoric times, gradually evolving 
their unique monotheistic view and their stories of origin; that no enslavement in 
Egypt and exodus from Egypt ever happened; that there was likely no 
religious/military leader named Joshua, son of Nun.  This school of thought may 
intrigue you, or threaten you. The point is to stay focused. It would be a shame if 
Explorers camped out on arguments about literal historicity (important as they are) 
and missed the Story. To which I now turn your attention: 
 
November 1, 2020 
22nd Sunday after Pentecost 
Lectionary reading:  Joshua 3 
“Crossing the Jordan” 
 

 
 
And Joshua rose early in the morning, and they journeyed on from Shittim and 
came to the Jordan, he and all the Israelites, and they spent the night there before 
they crossed over*. 
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And it happened at the end of three days that the overseers passed through the 
midst of the camp.  And they charged the people, saying, “When you see the Ark of 
the Covenant of the LORD your God, with the levitical priests carrying it, then you 
shall journey from your place and go after it. But keep a distance between you and 
it, about two thousand cubits in measure. Do not come close to it. So that you may 
know the way in which you should go, for you have not passed over this way in 
times past.”  
 

*In Joshua Ch. 3 the verb ‘avar – to cross over or pass over or through -- is 
repeated 8 times. By such repetition, the writer underlines the magnitude of the 
threshold. 
 

The levitical priests are descended from Moses’ brother Aaron.  They are set 
apart for religious duty. 
 

The Ark of the Covenant contains the stone tablets of the Law.  It’s imagined as 
both a sacred and magical object. Later the Israelites will carry it with them into 
battle, to help them win.  Because of the Ark’s divine aura, it can be dangerous, 
even to the Israelites.  So, at this moment, even as the people depended on the 
Ark to lead them, they were ordered to keep their distance.  Two thousand 
cubits is a little over a half mile. 

 

 
 
And Joshua said, “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the LORD will do wonders 
in your midst.” And Joshua said to the priests, “Carry the Ark of the Covenant, and 
cross over before the people.” And they carried the Ark of the Covenant and went 
before the people.  
 

Consecrate: to devote to a purpose with deep solemnity or dedication. Joshua 
enjoins the people to prepare themselves to cross a crucial threshold. Of course 
they’re feeling relief and jubilation—their wilderness wandering over, their 
mouths watering for milk and honey.  But Joshua wants them to also be mindful 
and soberly aware of their covenant with God, which is to be God’s light and 
blessing to the whole world.  And so Joshua urges solemnity and responsibility. 
As Jesus said later [Luke 12:48], “And from everyone who has been given much 
shall much be required and to whom they entrusted much, of him they will ask 
all the more.”  
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                                                          Marc Chagall 

 
And the LORD said to Joshua, “This day I shall begin to make you great in the eyes 
of all Israel, so that they may know that as I was with Moses, I shall be with you. 
And you, charge the priests, bearers of the Ark of the Covenant, saying, ‘When you 
come to the edge of the waters of the Jordan, you shall stand still in the Jordan.’”   
And Joshua said to the Israelites, “Draw near and hear the words of the LORD your 
God.” And Joshua said, “By this you shall know that a living God is in your midst, 
and He will utterly dispossess before you the Canaanite and the Hittite and the 
Hivvite and the Perizzite and the Girgashite and the Amorite and the Jebusite. 
Look, the Ark of the Covenant of the Master of all the earth is about to cross over 
the Jordan before you … “ 
 

This part of the text targets seven peoples for ‘dispossession.’ (It’s unclear who 
the Girgashites were.  But what a great name!)  Seven is a symbolic number, 
code for all the tribes and small city-states comprising Canaan. Utter 
dispossession never happened.  But there was (and is) struggle for territory.  
When we consider the storied Israeli invasion of Canaan (and other invasions 
around the world to this day) we might hold in mind the perspective of the 
dispossessed. 
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“And so when the footsoles of the priests, bearers of the Ark of the LORD, Master of 
all the earth, rest in the waters of the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan coming down 
from above will be cut off and stand up as a single mound.”  
 

The Hebrew word for Jordan is Yarden, from the verb-stem y-r-d, which means 
to descend, or flow down.  The Jordan pours down from high mountains in the 
north to the Dead Sea, the lowest point on the face of the earth. In the New 
Testament, some 1300 years later, John the Baptist baptizes his cousin Jesus in 
the Jordan / Yarden. Same River. Flowing down from the heights, to bless and 
sustain. 

 
And it happened, when the people journeyed forth from its tents to cross the 
Jordan, with the priests, bearers of the Ark of the Covenant before the people, and 
when the bearers of the Ark reached the Jordan and the feet of the priests, bearers 
of the Ark, were immersed in the water’s edge—the Jordan being full to all its banks 
throughout the harvest days—the water coming down from above stood still, rose 
up in a single mound, very far off from the town of Adam which is by Zanethan, 
and the water going down to the Arabah Sea, the Salt Sea, was completely cut off, 
and the people crossed over opposite Jericho.  

 

“Rose up in a single mound” is the clearest indication that this incident is a 
repetition of the drying up of the Red Sea (Sea of Reeds.) “History for the 
biblical writers moves forward but also repeats itself in significant patterns.” – 

Robert Alter 
 

 
painting by Benjamin West, American artist, 1800 
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And the priests, bearers of the Ark of the LORD’s Covenant, stood firm on dry 
ground in the middle of the Jordan, with all Israel crossing on dry ground until the 
whole nation finished crossing the Jordan.   

 
15th century Italian 

 

In Joshua Ch. 3, there is a notable concentration of Ark-bearing.  Again and 
again our attention is directed to the Ark of the Covenant and the priests 
carrying it.  These brave unnamed souls stood firm, resolute and steadfast, 
shouldering their sacred duty, patiently bearing the Holy burden, “until the 
whole nation finished crossing.” The whole nation. Every man, woman, and 
child. Every sheep, goat, oxen and dove.   
 
What does that say to the Church in 2020, standing on a threshold between the 
no-longer and the not-yet?  According to the New Testament, we are the 
priests, a royal priesthood of believers, servant-leaders tasked with bearing the 
weight of God’s will, which as I understand it is the wellbeing of all. Pope John 
Paul II was a hero-priest who stood strong in the river. He had this to say: 
“Freedom consists not in doing what we like, but in having the right to do what 
we ought.”  The right to do what we ought.  However long this present 
darkness, however long we have to shoulder our burden until everyone passes 
through, however long it takes for the lights to come on again all over the 
world, may the Eternal One find us practicing our clear duty to ourselves and 
each other. With our daily bread of heart mind soul and strength, one day at a 
time, world without end, amen! 
 

 

 
A 30-day November prayer guide—“In the Morning, Glad Song”—is now available in 
the church narthex and online at https://trinityumcbeaumont.org/monthlyprayercalendar 


