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“With what shall I come 
before the Lord, and bow 

myself before God on high? 
Shall I come before him 

with burnt offerings, with 
calves a year old? Will 

the Lord be pleased with 
thousands of rams, with ten 
thousand rivers of oil? Shall 
I give my firstborn for my 

transgression, the fruit of my 
body for the sin of my soul?” 

He has told you, O mortal, 
what is good; and what does 
the Lord require of you but 

to do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly 

with your God?
—Micah 6:6-8 NRSV
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Letter from the Editor
In this volume of Resonance, we explore the wonder 
of the spiritual life. “Spiritual formation” is a term 
often associated with the cultivation of inner spiritual 
disciplines. There is a deep tradition within Christian 
history and practice that focuses on this inner formation 
as a witness to the transformative work of God in the 
life of the Christian. However, “spiritual formation” 
also speaks to the wider and more holistic notion of 
Christian discipleship. The inner personal disciplines 
are cultivated not in isolation, but through the church-
community, and ultimately to train one’s heart to the 
distinct calling of the Holy Spirit. Spiritual formation, 
then, is one way of talking about whole-life formation – 
formation that is for the work and glory of God.

Once again, we are privileged to host a variety of 
compelling authors and perspectives around our topic. 
Drew Poppleton takes us back to the beginning, to 
Genesis 1-3, as he introduces an anthropology that 
emphasizes relationality over individualism in our 
quest for spiritual growth and formation. Dana Hallin 
then recounts her own harrowing journey of learning 
to surrender to God in the face of deep pain and 
looming tragedy. Next, Kevin Hall takes us through 
key New Testament passages to show us how Christian 
hospitality is a framework for discipleship, and then 
Jason Koon highlights justice and mercy themes in the 
Old Testament book of Malachi. I’ve written the Crux 
article for this issue, reflecting on the nature of hope as 
an enduring call of our theology and practice of holistic 
discipleship. Gail Hutchinson then highlights the 
motifs of pilgrimage and companionship as necessary 
elements of spiritual formation, particularly for those 
going through unsettling times of transition or change. 
Next, Ann Gillian Chu takes us through the nuances of 
narration and dialogue in Joshua 3 to show how a close 
reading of Scripture is an essential element for spiritual 
formation. Donald Minter then weaves a personal tale 
of engaging with new and old theological conversation 
partners, where he discovers anew the passion and 
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tools necessary for lifelong formation. Finally, Sean 
Kiilehua shows us how Trinitarian worship practices 
ultimately inform and shape our understanding of who 
God is and, then, we are to be in the world. Throughout 
these articles a theme emerges: spiritual formation is 
not just we do; as Christians it is who we are.

It is with this conviction that spiritual formation is 
integral to the lifelong journey of discipleship that 
Resonance is excited to include a new feature in our 
print volumes: For a Better Worldliness Learning 
Guides can now be found appended to the end of 
the journal! We have been producing these Learning 
Guides since Fall 2017 for individuals and small groups 
to use in conjunction with the journal. We hope by 
including them as part of the print edition, we can 
spark additional conversation and dialogue for our 
readers in their ministry contexts. Previous Learning 
Guides and journal volumes are accessible for all our 
members on our website, including those who sign up 
for a free digital subscription.

Thank you for joining the conversation!

Sincerely,

Dr. Brant Himes 
Managing Editor

Dr. Brant Himes
is Assistant Professor in Humanities for Los Angeles 
Pacific University. He holds dual Ph.D. in Theology 
degrees from Fuller Theological Seminary and the 
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, a Th.M. from Princeton 
Theological Seminary, an M.Div. from Fuller Seminary, 
and a B.A. in Music and Business from Seattle Pacific 
University. He has also served as an Associated Guest 

Researcher at the Theologische Universiteit in Kampen, the Netherlands and 
as a pastor of adult education at All Saints Church, a church plant in Seattle, 
Washington. Currently, Brant teaches distance courses in Bible, theology, ethics, 
and leadership from his home in Bend, Oregon, where he gets to explore the 
wonderland of the Pacific Northwest with his family.
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Announcing God’s Presence 
Through Narration and 
Dialogue: An Exegesis of 
Joshua 3
Contemporary readers often miss the subtle contrast 
between narration and dialogue when reading the 
Bible. The contrast between these terms in Joshua 
3 is an example of how biblical authors use direct 
speech to develop characters in the biblical narrative. 
As scholars have widely noted, “the literary study of 
Joshua has expanded in the past decade.”1 The analysis 
of literary techniques and narrative criticism in this 
study demonstrates that words and actions are often 
left to speak for themselves and that readers must 
pay attention to moments of speech, to the absence 
of speech, and to moments in which the author may 
have purposely omitted something.2 The motifs of 
Joshua 3 recur as instruments of narrative purpose, as 
its constantly-reiterated pattern of command, closely 
followed by its fulfilment, confirms historical causality 
and translates this causality into a central narrative 
device—the unswerving authority of a monotheistic 
God who manifests himself through language.3 
Through the understanding of narrative, Christians 
can be better informed in their own spiritual formation 
process.

Why is the alternation between narration and dialogue 
in Joshua 3 important to the reader’s understanding 
of its intended meaning while reading the Bible for 
spiritual formation purposes? This article argues that 
the narration and dialogue surrounding the ark of the 
covenant and its “amazing things”4 (תואלפנ)—that is, 
crossing the Jordan and the repetition of its motifs—
testify to God’s presence in Israel during the crossing of 
the Jordan and testify to God’s call for the response of 
the faithful. The importance of this vacillation between 
narration and dialogue, and of the repetition of motifs 
in the Hebrew Bible, will be demonstrated in this 

Ann Gillian Chu
grew up in Hong Kong 
as a Canadian and 
graduated from the 
University of Edinburgh 
with Master of Arts 
(Honours) in English 
Language. In a turn of 
events, she became a 
Chartered Accountant 
by profession. She 
completed the 
Postgraduate Diploma 
in Theology with the 
Alliance Bible Seminary 
in Hong Kong, and 
graduated from Regent 
College in Vancouver, 
B.C. with a Master of 
Divinity. She is now 
completing her Doctor 
of Philosophy (Divinity) 
with the University of St. 
Andrews.
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exegesis of Joshua 3. 

Literary composition is not 
created through the mechanical 
combination of words and 
sentences from different 
sources. Rather, it is the result 
of human intellectual activity 
according to definite rational 
principles and in conformity 
with literary criteria. Because 
these criteria are not always co-
extensive with contemporary 
literary standards, it is 
necessary that readers of the 
Old Testament return in spirit 
to the remote centuries of the 
Ancient Near East and make 
proper use of the clues afforded 
by history, archeology, 
ethnology, and other sciences. 
This approach allows readers 
to discover the literary forms 
employed by the writers of 
that age in order for the biblical 
texts to better inform the 
spiritual formation process.5 
Biblical narratives are texts 
that make certain claims and 
that, in their canonical setting, 
reveal authorial intentionality 
as part of a larger historical 
and theological narrative 
driven by God’s response 
to the human condition.6 In 
understanding that, we as 
contemporary readers are 
able to read biblical narratives 
with a more informed lens, 
and that in turn will allow the 
spiritual formation to occur 
on more solid ground. The 
form and structure of Joshua 
3 is dramatic, meaningful, 
and concise, although these 

literary criteria may not be 
obvious to readers of English 
translations of the passage. 
As Hawk argues, the passage 
“binds events together 
through plots that connect, 
summarize, and explain the 
meaning of the whole. That it 
relates something that actually 
happened in the past is integral 
to its meaning.”7 The narration 
confirms the assertions made 
in the dialogue and, in this 
case, affirms that the action has 
taken place through the schema 
of instruction-obedience. 
That readers recognize the 
larger context in which the 
narrative exists, and that they 
ask why the writer uses a 
specific selection of events in 
a precise sequence, is critical 
to determine the focus of the 
chapter when reading the Bible 
in their spiritual formation 
process.8 

It is important to note that 
the repetition of instructions 
and actions in the passage is 
a stylistic device. Instructions 
and actions are recorded in 
Joshua as verbatim repetition, 
which serves the same function 
as italicization in contemporary 
literary studies—not only 
to add emphasis, but also 
to emphasize indivisible 
unity.9 Repetition evidences 
the development of key 
instructions and emphasizes 
the narrative’s key motifs, as 
recurring words draw readers 
into considering a particular 
event and/or emotion. For 
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the reader dramatically as the 
narration progresses towards 
the miracle of crossing the 
river, allowing the reader to 
savor these “amazing things.”14 
The narration and dialogue 
vacillate, and the repetition of 
key motifs testifies to God’s 
presence in Israel during the 
crossing of the Jordan as well as 
to God’s call for the response of 
the faithful.

Now let us consider the 
repetition of motifs in the 
passage—the ark of the 
covenant, the crossing of the 
Jordan, and the “amazing 
things” (נפלאות)—and let us 
consider how these motifs 
testify to God’s presence 
with the Israelites during the 
crossing of the Jordan and his 
call for the response of the 
faithful. First, the ark (ארון) of 
the covenant (הּברית) signifies 
and emphasizes God’s presence 
through the vacillation between 
Hebrew grammar in the verbal 
construct form and absolute 
form before and after Joshua 
3:14. The ark of the covenant 
was the most sacred of the 
tabernacle furnishings.15 As 
it signified the Lord’s throne, 
the Israelites imagined that 
the Lord himself, signified by 
both the ark and the covenant, 
entered the Jordan ahead of his 
people as he led them into the 
land of rest. The entrance of the 
ark signifies that the entrance 
into Canaan was initiated by 
God rather than by humankind. 
The intended readers of the 

example, the priest holding 
the ark in the Jordan may 
lead readers to think of the 
symbolism of God’s presence.10 

Moreover, thematic repetition 
is a reminder of the Exodus 
account, which repeats 
the conceptual frame that 
comprises the value system 
of the narrative of Joshua 
3. This narrative focuses on 
the perfect obedience of the 
people according to previous 
instructions, as well as the 
crossing of the Jordan when 
the river was overflowing. The 
parallel between Moses and 
Joshua is solidified through 
this thematic repetition, since 
the crossing of the Jordan 
occurred in the same season 
as the crossing of the Red Sea 
as recorded in the Book of 
Exodus.11 

In addition, the structure 
of the narration mirrors the 
flood, demonstrating a sense 
of urgency12 in contrast with 
the explanatory dialogues13 
in the account of the Jordan 
crossing. The account is slow-
moving, solemn, repetitive, and 
incremental in style—much 
like the behavior of the water 
of the Jordan. The account 
is dominated by a pattern of 
command-response dialogues 
that identify various groups 
of characters, such as the 
people and the priests. The 
complexity of the grammar in 
the passage and its detailed 
description of the river slows 
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passage are immediately 
brought to a specific paradigm 
as they read this motif and are 
led to consider the presence of 
God. Moreover, the term “ark” 
means “box” or “chest” but is 
never referenced in a casual 
sense: it testifies to the presence 
of God.16 When comparing 
the transportation of the ark 
in the rest of the Bible with 
its transportation in Joshua, it 
can be seen that each of these 
accounts emphasizes God’s 
presence in the ark.17 We as 
contemporary readers do well 
to ponder what it means to put 
God’s presence in the center of 
the spiritual formation process.

The theological significance 
of the ark motif in Joshua 3 
emphasizes that the ark and 
God’s presence encompass 
the entire chapter. Shifting 
the vocabulary and thematic 
emphasis reinforces the 
various perspectives at play 
in this passage.18 The ark is 
referenced in various ways, 
elevating the motif to a 
prominent status in the Hebrew 
reading19 and suggesting a 
close relationship between the 
ark and the covenant—almost 
as if the ark is the covenant. 
God is associated with both 
the ark and the covenant.20 
The ark is a symbol of God’s 
presence and demands a 
healthy reverence. The path 
of the ark is an appropriate 
metaphor because, in the 
path of spiritual formation 
through faith, Christians need 

both the right objective and 
the proper perspective.21 The 
symbolism of the ark entering 
the Jordan before the people 
and exiting the Jordan after 
them demonstrates that the 
crossing occurred under God’s 
protection and power.22 The 
repetition of the ark motif 
testifies to God’s presence in 
Israel during the crossing of the 
Jordan and God’s call for the 
response of the faithful.

Moreover, the crossing (רבע) of 
the Jordan (ןּדרּיה) demonstrates 
the miraculous grammar of 
that passage that is designed 
to replicate the flow of the 
river, that is, the first of the 
“amazing things” in God’s 
covenantal presence.23 The 
chiastic structure of the passage 
emphasizes the significant 
crossing of the Jordan, and the 
grammar, comprised of verbs 
in participle forms, suggests 
continuous action. Verses 14-17 
appear in a chiastic structure, 
and the content of Joshua 
3:16—the “amazing thing,” or 
the ark—is the center of the 
reader’s focus. The dramatic 
effect of this passage is further 
emphasized by the significant 
number of verbs that are 
conjugated in participle form, 
which indicates continuous 
action. In this passage, the 
narrator transitions from 
dialogue to a very descriptive 
narrative, as if all the described 
actions began to appear in 
slow motion. The intended 
readers of the passage would 
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immediately understand the 
significance of crossing in 
Joshua, as well as its literal and 
metaphorical nuances. The 
word “cross” occurs primarily 
in the early parts of Joshua, and 
crossing is a central idea of the 
book. Frequently, רַבָע is used to 
emphasize movement from one 
place to another, as is evident 
in Joshua 3. However, there are 
also metaphorical nuances of 
meaning to רַבָע. For example, 
the word can have covenantal 
overtones and can indicate 
the violation of a covenant 
relationship. This is shown 
in Joshua 7:11, in which the 
Israelites crossed the boundary 
of the covenant by stealing the 
plunder that belonged to God. 
Indeed, many kinds of crossing 
occur in Joshua. 

Geographically, the Israelites 
crossed the Jordan into Canaan; 
culturally and religiously, 
they crossed into a land that 
worshipped different gods and 
held different practices and 
worldviews than they did. As 
Dozeman notes, “The ideology 
of geographical representation 
is becoming an especially 
important area of study.”24 
The theological significance 
of the motif lies in its timing, 
for in Hebrew, Jordan means 
“descending” or “downward.” 
Between Galilee and the Dead 
Sea, there is a drop of 185 
meters over 105 kilometers, 
and spring rain and snowmelt 
from Mount Hermon cause 
the bank to overflow in Joshua 

3:15. Thus, the Jordan floods 
are significant, for it would 
be more difficult to cross the 
river at this time than at times 
in which the river was not 
flooded.25 The point at which 
the Israelites stood, between 
Adam and Gilgal, is harder 
to cross than points located 
above Adam.26 Moreover, 
the significance of crossing 
the Jordan demonstrates 
God’s control of the waters, 
reminding readers that he is the 
God of Creation who parted the 
waters at the time of creation.27 
The literary representation 
of water reminds readers of 
their deep awe of God. In 
comparison with the Exodus 
account, the thematic repetition 
in the Joshua account echoes 
the Exodus narrative and 
invites readers to compare 
Egypt with Canaan. The 
parallel between the Joshua 
narrative and the crossing 
of the Red Sea has spiritual 
significance,28 but there are 
also nuanced differences 
between the two crossings. 
For example, the crossing of 
the Jordan was quite orderly, 
whereas the crossing of the 
Red Sea was chaotic. Likewise, 
the crossing in Exodus was a 
ceremony and ritual repeated 
by later generations, whereas 
the crossing of the Jordan 
was a key moment in Israel’s 
history represented by a 
religious ritual that signified 
the crucial transition into God’s 
promised land. Foreshadowing 
and instruction in dialogue,29 
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as well as the description 
of actions in the narrative,30 
serve as a model for later 
generations’ ceremonies 
and rituals.31 The repetition 
of the phrase “crossing the 
Jordan” further emphasizes 
the importance of the crossing 
and is designed to simulate a 
portion of the actual event for 
the reader, who participates in 
the Israelites’ accomplishment 
of the goal of crossing the 
Jordan. The narration slows 
the reading pace and forces 
the reader to wait, simulating 
the Israelites as they lingered 
beside the Jordan for three 
days.32 Without understanding 
the geographic and spiritual 
significance, it would be 
difficult to fully benefit from 
the reading of Joshua 3 in the 
spiritual formation process.

In addition, the phrase 
“amazing things” (תואלפנ) 
refers to God’s wonderful acts 
of judgement and redemption. 
The plural form of the phrase 
indicates that neither the 
crossing of the Jordan nor the 
factuality of specific events 
represents the experience of 

the beholders. Rather, the 
phrase points to the wonderful 
acts of God—judgement and 
redemption—that are beyond 
human comprehension. When 
the word is used in relation to 
humankind, it usually connotes 
difficulty or something beyond 
human capacity. If Joshua is to 
be taken literally when he says 
that the people will see God’s 
wonders tomorrow,33 then he 
must refer to the wondrous 
crossing of the Jordan. But 
this word can be used in a 
looser sense,34 and the plural 
wonders and other allusions to 
God’s wonders may point to a 
broader meaning. The wonders 
that the people will see begin 
at the river and continue 
with the victories they will 
experience as they claim the 
land of Canaan.35 Interestingly, 
this word most often appears 
as אלפ, the lexeme of “amazing 
things,” in a religious context 
connected with God’s acts 
of salvation. Consider, for 
example, the Exodus events, 
such as the crossing of the 
Jordan,36 and God’s saving acts 
on behalf of pious individuals 
in the story of Moses in Exodus 

For Further Reading
The Art of Biblical Narrative by Robert Alter 

Old Testament Theology: Israel’s Gospel by John Goldingay 
An Introduction to the Old Testament: Historical Books by David Howard Jr. 
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3:20 and 34:10. This usage is 
almost completely absent in 
the narrative sections of the 
Pentateuch but is especially 
prominent in the hymnic 
sections of the Old Testament, 
such as in the Psalms.37 
Joshua’s continual emphasis 
on “amazing things” indicates 
to the intended readers that 
the wonder is not so much the 
factuality of a specific event, 
but the people’s subjective 
experience of it. Consider 
the use of the term “nation” 
 the Israelites were first—(יוּגה)
regarded as a nation as they 
crossed the Jordan and entered 
the promised land.38 Before, 
they were referenced as a 
people. God’s miraculous works 
are what makes a collection of 
people into a nation.

The theological significance 
of these miracles is that the 
Hebrew language has no 
word for the English concept 
of miracle because the ancient 
Hebrew worldview differs 
vastly from the modern English 
concept of miracles. In English, 
the word “miracle” conveys 
the sense of an event which is 
inexplicable by natural laws 
and is, therefore, ascribed to 
divine or supernatural actions. 
Contemporary theists cannot 
accept the assumption that the 
world is a closed system of 
natural causes that even God 
cannot alter, for they believe 
that God is free to work in 
the world in unusual ways. 
The contemporary reader’s 

understanding of mythology 
obscures his or her ability 
to understand the biblical 
narrative as an account of 
real events: as Hawk argues, 
“the miraculous events 
in the conquest accounts 
indicated, to a scientific mind, 
a mythological rendering 
that obscured the real events. 
Joshua contains some of the 
most spectacular events in the 
Hebrew Bible: the miraculous 
stoppage of waters at the 
Jordan River (3:7–4:24).”39 
However, the Hebrew sense of 
the word connotes events that 
are inexplicable to the observer. 
The Hebrew understanding of 
the world is that God continues 
to hold his creation moment 
by moment and that creation 
is not a clockwork mechanism 
that runs on its own. Biblical 
evidence suggests that, when 
God does something, there 
is a reason for his act that is 
consistent with his purpose for 
his world and for his people. 
Therefore, consistency lies 
in God’s character, not in 
the natural sciences. In both 
languages, the word “miracle” 
is used to signify the limited 
nature of human understanding 
or ability. This may indicate 
a judicial decision that is too 
difficult for humans to judge40 
or natural phenomena that 
are too amazing for humans 
to understand.41 The term 
“miracle” in the Hebraic 
sense is used to express God’s 
activity, particularly that 
of the salvation associated 
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with Exodus. This meaning 
is also evident in Nehemiah 
9:17. Differing from the Old 
Testament sense of the word 
meaning “mark” or “sign,” the 
word “miracle” (תואלפנ) means 
something extraordinary that 
mediates a message.42 

In the spiritual formation 
process, it is important to 
recognize how the meaning 
of the word “miracle” differs 
between the Hebraic context 
and the Western context, for 
the narrator’s worldview 
plays an important role in 
the reader’s understanding of 
the account of events in Old 
Testament historical books. 
The way in which these events 
are recounted depends on the 
narrator’s perception of the 
events, and this paradigm is, in 
turn, colored by the narrator’s 
worldview.43 Moreover, God 
as the initiator of miracles 
exalted Joshua for the purpose 
of the miracle.44 God is the 
initiator of Israel’s entrance to 
the land. The land was given 
to the Israelites by God, and as 
such, their entrance to the land 
was not the result of human 
achievement. Miracles show 
that God is consistent and that 
he is in control of both history 
and of dramatic miracles.

The narration and dialogue 
regarding the “amazing things” 
 that is, crossing the—(תואלפנ)
Jordan and its repetition—
testify to God’s presence in 
Israel during the crossing of 

the Jordan and his call for 
the response of the faithful. 
Recognizing the way biblical 
authors use narration and 
dialogue in their storytelling 
is crucial to the spiritual 
formation process because 
we as contemporary readers 
are not able to read the Bible 
as it was intended by the 
authors and redactors unless 
we understand the purpose 
for the way in which each 
stylistic device is employed. 
We cannot simply dwell on 
the meaning of words and 
sentences, but instead, we 
need to ponder why certain 
narratives or stylistic devices 
have been employed and what 
that signifies to the intended 
audience. In conclusion, the 
narrative devices found in 
Joshua 3, such as a constantly-
reiterated pattern of command 
closely followed by its verbatim 
fulfilment, demonstrate 
the authority of God as he 
manifests himself through 
language. When we, as 
contemporary readers, read the 
Bible for spiritual formation, 
we must step into the shoes 
of the intended readers of 
each passage in order to better 
understand its message. 
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