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       Joshua 1-3a, 14-18


I love hearing about words that exist in other languages for things that can’t be described easily in English.  Isn’t is fascinating that in German there’s a word for getting pleasure from someone else’s pain?  That says something about German culture, don’t yo think?  And I think it’s also revealing that the Japanese have a word for the temperature which is just right—not too hot and not too cold.  When I was learning Japanese, my teacher told the class with obvious pleasure that this word described the perfect bath.  Do any of you know another word like that—a word that exists in another language that has no direct English translation?


Recently, several different Worship Task Groups here have been studying Bible passages that include a Hebrew word for which there is no good direct English translation.  We can tell that we’ve stumbled on a word like that because as team reads the passage in different translations, we discover that each translation uses a different word.  If one Bible talks about mercy, another grace, another goodness and another “loving kindness”, then you can be pretty sure that the sentence in the original Hebrew includes the word “hesed”. 


What does “hesed” mean?  Well, the word certainly includes mercy, grace, love and kindness, but it is actually a bit more specific than those words.  You can show mercy or kindness in all sorts of contexts—you can be kind to your husband, kind to a dog, kind to a starving child in Africa who you’ll never meet.  But hesed is much more specific.  Hesed refers to the kindness that emerges from a relationship that is based on a covenant.  It describes the goodness of covenanted love, the nature of the relationship that emerges when we are faithful to a covenant that binds us together.  The word is often used to describe God’s relationship to Israel, but it doesn’t just describe the nature of God in an abstract sense.  The word describes the nature of God as revealed in the covenantal relationship between God and humankind.


The passage that we just read from Joshua is a good example of how the relationship the Israelites had with God was based on hesed.  Joshua is calling the community to affirm their commitment to God.  He calls them to that affirmation not just by appealing to their feelings of love towards God, but reminding them of the way in which their covenanted relationship with God has played out over history.  Joshua reminds them of the context of their lives, the way in which God has been faithful and kind to them over generations.  Their commitment to God emerges from that context.  Which is not to say it emerges out of guilt.  Joshua doesn’t say, “After all God has done for you, you owe some commitment back to God.”  Rather, Joshua reminds them of their history with God in order to evoke the response that comes from that context.  And that response is hesed—a steadfast, loving connection that shows up in the world as kindness and mercy towards others.


Now, I bring this up this morning not just because I want us all to become amateur Hebrew philologists.  Rather, I think that this church is a community shaped by hesed and this morning, in particular, is a celebration of hesed.  This is the Sunday when everyone who intends to be a member of this community next year makes a public commitment, to God and to each other.  And this Sunday, we everyone in this community, whether or not they intend to be members, to consider what kind of commitments are going to shape their spiritual life in the coming year.  But despite the fact that we have used the phrase “commitment” to describe the basis for membership here at KC, when it comes time for us as a community to make a public statement about those commitments, we change our language and start talking about covenant. 


Why is that?  Does “covenant” just sound a little better that “commitment”?  Does it sound more spiritual and less like a legal obligation?  I would like to think that the language change is more conscious of that.  I’m glad we talk about commitment here at KC, and I welcome the challenge I have received here to be clear about how I’m going to engage in the core practices of a Christian journey.  The call to commitment that I’ve received here makes it clear that I need to “put my money where my mouth is” in the Christian life.  It’s helped me to move from being well-intentioned in my spiritual life to being someone who is honestly engaging, and honestly struggling with my spiritual life.  


But when we move from talking about our own individual commitments to talking about being a community of committed people, something happens.  When we come together in our commitments, we’re more than the sum of our parts.  Together, we form a context, a culture, where certain kinds of responses emerge.  A culture that is defined by commitment is one where hesed emerges—faithfulness and loyalty and kindness and steadfast love.
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