
Living God’s Steadfast Love 

            This morning’s scripture lesson presents a little bit of a challenge because it 
seems to be a repetition of last week.  The Israelites are wandering in the wilderness 
between the slavery of Egypt and the freedom of the Promised Land.  The wilderness is 
harsh.  They are fearing for their lives.  God steps in and last week provided manna or 
bread from heaven and today God miraculously provides water when Moses taps his 
stick against a rock.  It is a common story telling device…tell the story a number of 
times so that people remember it.  We used to say when writing a sermon, tell the 
people what you are going to tell them, tell them and then summarize what you have 
told them.   

            However, my nature seems to always be seeking the new and the different in 
these stories of God’s interaction with human beings and I wondered if we could see 
something entirely new and different when reading this story of God providing water in 
the desert.  The thing that strikes me is why didn’t God just get fed up with all of their 
whining, murmuring and unfaithfulness and forget about them?  In fact, if you were to 
summarize the entire story of God’s relationship to the Israelites in the Old Testament, 
the Hebrew Scriptures, it would be something like:  God is faithful, the people turn their 
backs on God and yet God hangs in there, calling them to return.   

            If you are like me, you grew up with the commonly held opposition between the 
wrathful, judging God of the Old Testament and the gracious, loving God of the New 
Testament.  The way the Bible story has often been presented is that it shows the 
relationships its characters have with God in the Old Testament  as a start contrast 
to  the new relationship now offed in Christ.  Or, as my Sunday School days taught me, 
the characters in the stories were somewhat like Bible superheroes, who overcame 
great obstacles.  Some of you may recall the hymn we would sing, “Dare to be a Daniel, 
dare to stand alone, dare to have a purpose firm, dare to make it known.”  It seems, 
growing up, I knew that Noah had built an ark and Jonah had been swallowed by a fish, 
but I did not know who God was.  Yet, God is the central figure in the Hebrew 
Scriptures.   

            Today, I don’t think that for us the question, “Do you believe in God?” is as 
important as the question, “What kind of God do you believe in?”  I believe that our 
images of God (and I use image in the plural because I don’t think we hold to just one 
picture of God) shape all kinds of things in our lives.  Our understanding of how we are 
to relate to one another, our hope for the future, our response to authority, our approach 
to diversity and even our political perspectives.  Some images of God can promote 
violence, passivity and authoritarian approaches to religion.   

            When we turn to the actual description of God in the scriptures, we read things 
in the Psalms like, “Whoever is wise…let them consider the steadfast love of the Lord.” 
[Psalm 107:43] Or, later on in the book of Exodus, “The Lord, a God merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping 
steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.”  [Exodus 
34:6] 



            What catches my attention in these two passages is the use of the phrase, 
“steadfast love.”   God has this steadfast love towards us.  Isn’t that what God had for 
that bunch of grumpy, grumbling people wandering in the wilderness:  steadfast 
love?  So, I wonder then, what does our faith and spirituality and our interactions with 
one another, look like if we believe in a God who has steadfast love towards us? 

            I was curious about this term “steadfast love” and looked it up in the original 
Hebrew.  The word used is “hesed.”  Thanks to Google, I found out that this word is 
used 256 times in the Old Testament, and I wondered why have I never heard about 
this word before?  You might all be sitting out there thinking, “Well, we knew about it all 
the time,” but it was news to me.  I began to think about this word and saw that in 
English we don’t seem to have an equivalent term for “hesed.”  It is translated in the 
Bible as, “mercy” but also as “righteousness,” “grace,” “glory” and “hope.”  It is 
associated with, “kindness,” “love,” “loyalty” and “devotion.”  I discovered that lots of 
books and articles have been written on trying to define it, but I think “steadfast love” is 
good way to translate it.  We worship a God whose self-understanding is a steadfast 
love towards us.   

            We are talking about relationship here.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, there are 
three types of relationship.   The first is a covenant relationship.   It is a contract.  When 
we purchase home or a car, we sign a contract promising to pay money in return for 
something.  The big contract in the Bible is God saying to Abraham, “I will be your God, 
if you will be my people.”  The second relationship is based on mercy or compassion, 
when a person does something that they are not obligated to do.  It is a gift.  When I am 
walking downtown along Victoria street and I toss a toonie into the cap of someone 
sitting in front of McDonalds.  I feel sorry for that person.   There is, however a third type 
of relationship that is based on hesed.  This is where two parties act morally to fulfill 
duties and responsibilities.  Quite often I see a son or a daughter giving tremendous 
care to an aging parent.  They say to me, “I am doing this out of love because of the 
great love my mother had for me over the years.”  In our society, they are not 
contractually obligated to do this.  They are not doing it as an act of compassion (though 
compassion may be involved).  They are doing it out of a sense of steadfast love, loyalty 
and devotion.   

            Years ago, there was a family in one of my parishes that had an extremely 
difficult life with barely enough money to make ends meet.  They were so generous with 
what little they had.  One day, I received a phone call from Janie.  Her husband had 
been killed in a car accident.  On an icy patch of road, the car had slid into the path of a 
transport truck.  As we stood on the snowy hillside for the graveside service, I wondered 
what would become of Janie and her three children.  Years later, through the miracle of 
Facebook, I reconnected with Janie.   She told me that at first times were tough, but her 
defining moment came when she was in the local Welfare Office.  She was treated so 
poorly.  She said to herself that no human being should ever be treated like that.  She 
vowed that she would do something to change things.  Janie went back to school, 
getting her high school diploma.  She went on to university completing a bachelor’s 
degree and then a Master of Social Work.  She applied to work in that Welfare 
Office.  She wanted to work with the people who came in for help.   She wanted to be 
the smile that greeted them.  You can imagine that her behaviour was noticed.  When 



she retired, she was the head of Welfare for the entire region.  And you can bet that she 
made sure that every client who came into a Welfare office was treated with dignity and 
respect.  Janie didn’t have to do this; however she was motivated by a steadfast love for 
people that transformed her entire life.  

            In the Hebrew Scriptures, there are two aspects to hesed.  First, God is acting 
towards us in steadfast love.  This is a vertical relationship.  God and us.  Then there is 
the horizontal aspect of hesed:  our relationships with one another.   The prophets of the 
Old Testament used the word hesed to describe the type of world that the entire 
community of God was striving to build.  They saw the people who strove to follow God 
as representatives of God on earth; their actions towards one another were to mirror 
how God had acted toward them.   

            We are in the Season of Creation; a time to examine our relationship with 
Creation, our Creator and those around us.  There are many issues facing us.  How do 
we bring “hesed” to these issues?  This morning we are wearing orange shirts.  Every 
Child Matters as we remember the effects of Residential Schools.   I was moved by an 
account I read from a professor.  He wrote:  After a “land acknowledgement” at our 
school this year, I took one of my students’ water bottles and walked to the front of the 
class.  I then acknowledged that it was their water bottle and in the spirit of 
reconciliation, I felt it important to acknowledge that it was theirs as that would help heal 
all of us for my behaviour.  I then placed it on my desk.  They looked at me and I asked 
them what was wrong.  They told me they wanted their water bottle back.  Apparently, 
the words of acknowledgement without the action of reconciliation (returning of stolen 
property) didn’t work for them.  If we brought hesed, a steadfast love, to our 
reconciliation what would that look like? 

            As we go from here this day, may hesed abound in our lives.  

 


