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It was the spring of 1995. The Baptist seminary where I worked was in crisis. Walking down the hallway of the main administration building, the air was charged with tension. Students protested while faculty questioned the new administrations direction, and battle lines were drawn. No one would be left unaffected. 

As an academic counselor in such an environment, I faced an enormous challenge. Students inundated me with questions, trying to make sense of the controversy. As a faculty spouse, I shared the pain of colleagues who were faced with decisions of whether to stay or leave. And, as a woman minister, I suffered as one of the issues which started the whole crisis centered upon the role of women in ministry. For while I might have been serving in an acceptable capacity in a secondary role, I was still a minister. The pain of hearing people debate whether or not they would allow God's leading to call women to serve was at times more than I could bear.

So, it was in walking down that long hallway on one of my missions of going to those in pain and need (even as my own heart was heavy and my spirits low), that the word of God came to me, not once but twice: "Be strong and of good courage." I could not have quoted the exact verse, but I knew the message was biblical. And it was real. And I needed it.

Suddenly, I felt a little stronger. And I was able to keep walking down that hall because I knew that God's presence was with me. From then on, every time I walked down that hallway, I heard that word over and over. And it never failed to comfort me, strengthen me, and enable me to dig deeper to care for all of the people around me. 

It was not until I left to serve another Baptist seminary that I went looking for this verse of Scripture that I had heard in my mind. Actually, I had already found some admonishments to be strong in Isaiah and other places.
 But I had not really looked for the phrase, "Be strong and of good courage." The phrase had been all I needed for the time, but I was curious about the story. There was a story all right:  a big story. I discovered that the phrase plays a significant role in the story of Joshua. "Be strong and courageous" is a refrain found in the opening passage of the book of Joshua.

The Background of Joshua 1:1‑9
Joshua 1:1‑9 sets the tone for the entire book. The book opens with God's speech to Joshua about the conquest of the land. This direct address of Yahweh to the new leader of the people is pivotal in understanding how Joshua's role would be interpreted in future generations. Joshua 1:1‑9 contains a repeating formula of faith and encouragement. "Be strong and courageous" is used not once, but three times in the first chapter of Joshua. But this phrase does not stand alone. It is connected with admonitions not to be afraid or dismayed and reminders that The Lord is with you. Thus, Yahweh reminds a new leader of the people that Yahweh is the main force propelling and guiding an errant band of nomads in their struggle for a new homeland.

But what about the other main character in the story? Joshua, the successor to Moses, had already played a major role among the Israelites during the Exodus. In the wilderness, Joshua was a commander in battle (Exod 17:9‑13) and one of the twelve spies to go into the land for Moses (Num 13:8). Of those twelve spies, only Caleb and Joshua urged Moses to take possession of the land (Num 14:6‑9). And Joshua, as Moses assistant, (Exod 33:11) appears with Moses in the Sinai tradition (Exod 24:13; 32:17). 

As the story of Moses comes to an end in the final chapters of Deuteronomy, a new crisis arises for the people. They need a new leader who can succeed the great lawgiver Moses. Moses had led his people out of slavery, but now another leader would be needed to lead them to a new home. 

In Deuteronomy 31, Moses tells the people that he will not be crossing the Jordan River with them. And the people heard this message from God: "Be strong and of good courage, do not fear or be in dread of them: for it is the Lord your God who goes with you; he will not fail you or forsake you" (Deut 31:6). In the narrative, Moses then summons Joshua and speaks to Joshua in the presence of the people: "Be strong and of good courage; for you shall go with this people into the land the Lord has sworn to their fathers to give them; and you shall put them in possession of it. It is the Lord who goes before you; he will be with you, he will not fail you or forsake you; do not fear or be dismayed." (Deut 31:7‑8)

After the death of Moses, the beginning of the Joshua narrative acknowledges the change of leadership. In fact, four major themes of the book of JoshuaCland, leadership, Law, and the Lord, as one commentator identifies themCare all contained in Joshua 1:1‑9.
 These themes will be explored repeatedly throughout the rest of the book. But the opening passage sets a standard for leadership which involves courage on Joshua's part to be faithful to the seemingly impossible task of leading the people to a new home and to the enormous religious challenge of obeying the law of Moses, thereby setting an example for the people and providing the direction for a new society.

Yahweh promised the land to Abraham and repeated the same promise many times to Moses. Now the time had come for the people of Israel to possess the land. Joshua was the chosen leader for this enormous task. But the writer of the first chapter of Joshua has some important points to make about the type of leadership that would be involved. The type of leadership required was religious, not military. Joshua 1:1‑9 is an important passage in defining the kind of leadership Joshua would provide for the people. If one considers only the military successes found throughout the book of Joshua and fails to see Joshua 1:1‑9 as the lens to the entire book, the aspect of religious obedience is lost. One important and vital aspect of leadership includes adherence to the law of Moses. The results of such obedience provide a prescription for success and encouragement that the presence of God would be with the one who follows the law of Moses.

An Encouragement Formula for Leadership

God addresses Joshua in the passage with a statement of fact. Moses is gone. His task is completed, but the promises I made to the people have not yet been fulfilled. God directs Joshua to the next taskCa military one. God tells Joshua precisely what regions the Israelites will possess and assures Joshua that no one will be able to stand against him. God tells Joshua the reason why: As I was with Moses, so I will be with you. (1:5)

The next few verses include this encouragement formula to be strong and courageous. Originally, the formula belonged to the promise of divine guidance, specifically in the area of war. The words "strong and courageous" are also directed to the leader of the people about to go into battle. But there is also a significant connection between courage and with keeping the laws of God.
 The words strong and courageous are virtually synonymous in meaning. The root mEQ \O(.,s) means to be stout, strong, bold, or alert. The root EQ \O(.,h)zq can be translated as courageous, confident, or firm.
 

The imperatives in vv. 6, 7, and 9 of be strong and courageous are connected to other elements. In 1:6, strength and courage is combined with the promise of inheriting the land, here used in the technical sense to connote military occupation.
 Strength and courage are connected to Joshua's future military and leadership tasks:  cross the Jordan, enter the land, engage in a long hard struggle to possess the land, eliminate internal corruption, agree to a fair distribution of the land among the tribes, and organize the society according to covenantal teaching.
 When one considers the kind of task ahead, the admonition to be strong and courageous is tied to more than military strength. It is also the new ordering of a people.

The second imperative (1:7) includes an emphasis not found in the other two verses. "Only be strong and very courageous" is an emphatic imperative connected to a major emphasis of the Deuteronomic writer of the book.
 Martin Noth first described the Deuteronomic history as a collection and compilation of Joshua to Kings reflecting the setting and concerns of a later period.
 This editor or The Teacher, as Hamlin describes him,
 had concerns reflective of a community caught in a different crisis. Some scholars set this time as 622 to mid-sixth century, or from the time of King Josiah to the middle of the Babylonian exile. Certainly, Joshua 1:7‑8 brings to mind Deuteronomy with the command in verse 8, "The book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth; you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to act in accordance with all that is written in it." Thus, the imperative to be strong and very courageous is connected to a religious mandate that Joshua continue to follow the law. The leadership of Joshua is much more than that of a military general or brilliant strategist. Joshua should follow in Moses' steps and give religious guidance to the people. The closing of the book of Joshua emphasizes Joshua's role as a righteous religious leader. This emphasis can be summed up in probably the most well‑known verse in the book: "As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord" (Josh 24:15).

The following of the law would bring about certain results. Joshua is told that the key to his success as a leader is the following of the law. "The book of the law" is a significant phrase in Joshua 1:8, reminiscent of the Deuteronomic emphasis in this passage and perhaps of a later time when the book of the law is rediscovered and the people experience renewal under the leadership of King Josiah (2 Kgs 22:11). One commentator speculates that this text may have been written later to encourage a young King Josiah who lived during a time of uncertainty. But the retelling of the Joshua story during the time of Josiah was a call for a new movement of liberation, openness to newcomers, and a covenant bonding to form a new people.
 The Joshua story forms a model of leadership that few leaders in Israel's history would follow. 

Joshua is to do more than teach and keep God's lawChe is to internalize it and meditate on it night and day. "This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth." One has the sense not only of the law accompanying Joshua throughout his lifetime, but also the reality of Yahweh's words ringing in Joshua's ears and falling from his lips. Joshua is to take care to follow all of the law. The promise of success is given as the result of such loving and careful adherence to the law. 

The third imperative to be strong and courageous concludes with an acknowledgment of human frailty and weakness: "Do not be frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go." This admonition combines the reality of limited human beings faced with a task only God can accomplish. The task at hand seems impossible, and the normal human response is to experience fear and trepidation at the prospect of such an undertaking. But God assures Joshua that His presence will overshadow that fear. Thus, the divine will overcomes human fear and becomes the force that makes it possible for the admonition be strong and very courageous to become a reality in the lives of human persons.

The Story of Courage Continues
When I moved to a new place of service, with the words be strong and courageous as my formula of faith from a difficult time, I started to read the story of Joshua. I marveled at the task that he had been given to lead a people who were not exactly known for their faithfulness to God. How Joshua must have needed the words of God ringing in his ears on the bad days. Just to know God was with him must have made the difference. 

And so, with this story of Joshua resonating in my own life, I met a retired Baptist minister who told me some interesting stories from when she discovered the story of Joshua and the formula "Be strong and very courageous." Harriet Buttry experienced her call to ministry after the death of her pastor husband. She made her way to seminary in the seventies and became a pastor in the American Baptist Churches USA, as well as the director of Church Relations at Northern Baptist Theological Seminary in Lombard, Illinois. Harriet preached from Joshua 1 during a time when the seminary was experiencing uncertainty as a community. As she was reading the text "Be strong and very courageous," Harriet remembered that she had heard another Northern alumnus preach from the same text. That sermon was delivered by Amy Lee Stockton, the first student enrolled at Northern in 1913, a woman who had a long and active ministry as an evangelist and preacher from the 20s to the 50s.
 Harriet said, "It was as if Amy Lee herself were saying those words. I can still hear her emphasis on being very courageous."

I found it fascinating that two other Baptist women discovered this passage and that it spoke to them as strongly as it spoke to me. Imagine being a Baptist woman evangelist in the 20sCthat would have been a big challenge. Or, imagine you were a widow finding your own pastoral identity later in life. I would say you had need for strength and courage from God in a special way.

But this was not why Harriet landed on this passage. She told me that it was the crisis in her community and in society in general, with the guiding of the Holy Spirit, that led her to the Joshua story.  And that leading was confirmed in an encounter after she preached her sermon in chapel. The president of the seminary came to talk to Harriet after chapel that day. As a preaching professor, he began with a critique of her delivery, content, exegesis, etc. Harriet was expecting some negative critiques, but when none were forthcoming, she wondered where this conversation was leading. Finally, the president said, "Well all that is neither here nor there. What matters is that the Lord used you to speak to me today." And he went on to tell her that an old friend of his was visiting in chapel that day with his wife. The friend had terminal cancer. It was with tears in his eyes that the president told Harriet that he expected that he had seen his friend for the last time. And so the words "be strong and courageous" had yet another kind of encouragement for faithful Christians who needed to be reminded of God's presence and of His provision for strength and courage in the face of extreme difficulty.

But the story of that chapel sermon did not end there. Years later at a state meeting, a woman came up to Harriet and introduced herself. "You don't know me," she said, "but I heard you preach at Northern years ago. My husband and I were visiting the seminary that day. My husband died shortly after that visit. But your sermon touched me and I have never forgotten it." And the words of encouragement to be courageous and strong live again.

Courage for This Hour
The story of Israel's conquest of the land is not an easy one for modern readers. It insults our sensibilities when one considers that the conquest narratives have been used to justify the taking of other's lands. Contemporary voices tell us precisely what such conquests have cost them. But it would be a big mistake to set aside the conquest narratives and ignore the potential for their ability to speak to our situation. 

Throughout different crises in our lives, we face the unknown with little between ourselves and a rocky ravine below. We feel out there, exposed, and aware of our human limitations. The comforting words of God come to us in such times: "Do not be afraid or dismayed, for I am with you." These are the words of presence which prepare us for the next message: "Be strong and very courageous." We realize that the courage and strength that we draw upon is not from ourselves, but from God. This formula of encouragement becomes a formula of faith. The words of encouragement in the dark times do more than pull us through the crisis; the words and realization of Gods presence help our faith grow. During the difficult times, the words of encouragement help us through the pain. After the difficult times are over and we look back, the memory of that time and those words of encouragement become another testimony of our faith. This is the story of our personal moments when God speaks to us: "Be strong and very courageous."

But what about those times when we are part of a bigger picture? There are times when we, as part of a group, are faced with new tasks and challenges. We have the sense that God is leading us to new places as a people. One danger is that we will follow self‑appointed leaders who have their own agendas. But what do we really need? We need leaders who recognize their own human limitations and seek God's presence and guidance. We need leaders who will live with the mind of Christ and follow Jesus' example in all that they say and do. But most of all, we need leaders who walk through the corridors of controversy, capable of discernment, wisdom, and courage in leading people to follow God in their own place and time.
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