  GRACE: an Experience, not an Equation
Very often when we have discussions about “Grace” there is some confusion and even arguments.  Some arguments so severe that divisions in Christianity have resulted that are with us to this day.  

The focus here is on Grace in the Old Testament. The New Testament is another topic.
There are 3 distinct words in the Old Testament that are translated by 1 word in the ancient Greek translation known as the Septuagint: Charis  Χαρις . 

Also, those 3 distinct words are translated in English by the 1 word “grace.” 

Considering that there are 3 distinct Hebrew words, each with a distinct experience and hence distinct expression, and only 1 word in Greek and English, we can see why confusion arises.  Let’s go through those words in the Old Testament.

1.cHaNaN (cH tries to spell the heavy guttural “h” sound ) חׇנַן. This word means a warm inclination towards another as expressed in a gift. Often it is connected to human life. 
It is sometimes translated as “favor” instead of “grace.”  This is to communicate the experience of grace as a favor that is a gift from the heart, especially a gift from the heart of God.  Fr. Schillebeeckx in his second volume on Christology, Christ, p. 89-90 states: 
“For all the inequality between divine and human partners, a situation of “hanan” implies mutuality.  Grace is a matter of setting out together. (eg. Exodus 33: 14-15 and 34:8)…The experience of grace (hanan) is a dialogue, the antiphonal climax of which is ‘thanksgiving’ and liturgical praise.”
Very often when this word is used in prayer it is connected to human life.  We come to a recognition of our neediness.  This recognition is itself a gift and prayer is for a gift.   There is weakness (Psalm 6:3), loneliness (Psalm 25:16), oppression (Psalm 31:9),  and deliverance from enemies (Psalm 77:19 and Amos 5:15), the need for comfort and compassion (Psalm 69:14ff), and there is prayer that God will care about us (Genesis 43:29 and Numbers 6:25.  Genesis 33:11 is very interesting in the encounter of Jacob and Esau).  

  This word implies the “turning of the heart” as in Malachi 4:6.  You will notice that in Luke, chapter 1, Zechariah is told to name his prophet son “Yahannan” (John in English) because he will “turn the hearts…”  The name is usually translated as “God gives grace.”

Our hearts are returned to us when we seek God (Psalm 69:33 “Seek God and your heart will live”)

Related words are cHaNaH, חַנׇּה , which is past tense “favored.” There are several women in the Bible named Hannah (Anne in English).  This is the word Mary heard from the angel Gabriel:  “highly favored” which we would say as “full of grace.”

Another word is ‘ANaH ,  עׇנׇה .  This means “response” or to respond.  It is also to announce or testify. It is often experienced as the joyful response, the loving acceptance, of a long awaited invitation. This is also the location of the origin of Faith.  Faith is not 

only what we say we believe or the content of a faith statement.  It is not soley a set of ideas or concepts that we agree to.  Faith is a response of the heart (mind and soul) to the invitation to encounter a person.  In our case, that person is Jesus Christ.  Just as in the human experience when you respond with loving acceptance for another person and you explain or describe him/her so that others will also appreciate that person, so too with Jesus Christ:  you testify about Him so others may receive the invitation to encounter.  Think for a moment about how Jesus wants to respond to you.  Look at Mark 14:9 (parallel Matthew 26:13): “Amen, I say to you, wherever the gospel is proclaimed to the whole world, what she has done will be told in her memory.”

 2. cHeN,  חֵן .  Look at the English version of Zechariah 12:10: “I will pour out…a spirit 

   of  grace ( cHeN)…”  This word is for the experience of “acceptance” and “favor” as focused on someone’s attitude or disposition and based on another’s disposition toward 
him.  Sometimes the possession of “cHeN” (a gift ) is why another looks lovingly on you

in our human experience.  In the Divine experience, that “gift” is why God looks lovingly on you, even if it is God that gives it. Above I mentioned the Greek word charis. This is the word used in the Greek translation of this passage.  You will notice the words in our English language which come from it: charism, character, charm, and charity. As humans we are attracted to someone because of his/her character, charm, or “giftedness.” 

What does this “cHeN” look like, what does it feel like?  The book of Exodus 33: 11-17 uses this word 5 times.  The passage begins with the words “ The Lord (Yahweh)  would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend (emphasis added because some English translations miss this).”  Verse 12  “…You have said ‘You are my intimate friend (meaning of the literal Hebrew expression ‘I know you by name’) and you have found favor in my eyes.” cHeN is not a thing, it is an experience.  It is the experience of intimacy in relationship and of sharing the journey.  Moses asks Yahweh to teach him His Way (DeReK, דְּרׇכ ).  This is not simply God’s rules, method, or technique. It is His vision and purpose, attitude, engagement in life and friendship, and how He seeks to translate His heart into participation in our world and humanity.  
3.  cHeSeD, חׇסֶד .  This is the experience of a mutual, loving relationship whose nature is      an abundance of love, forgetful of itself and open for the “other.” It is very often translated in English as “loving-kindness, steadfast love, mercy, grace, faithfulness, goodness, devotion.” This word is used 240 times in the Old Testament. It also implies personal involvement and commitment in a relationship which goes beyond the rules of obligation. There are three basic meanings in this word which must always be intact: Love, Strength, Steadfastness.

                                                                                                                                              In reference to the experience of God, it is Covenant Love, Faithful Love. 
Examples are seen in Psalm 103:8:  “…abounding in love (cHeSeD).”  This is especially seen in Psalm 136 in every verse, “His cHeSeD endures forever.”  And in verses 5-9  Creation is the result of God’s cHeSeD.  In Exodus 34:6 the very nature of God is cHeSeD ( “…abounding in love.”) Very often this word is translated as “mercy,” especially in the Greek text. A beautiful presentation of the meaning and experience of cHeSeD is seen in Isaiah 54: 9b-10:
                     So now I have sworn not to be angry with you,

                     never to rebuke you again…

                    My love (cHeSeD) for you will never cease,
                     nor my covenant of peace.

There is also a word that is always associated with God’s cHeSeD:

Truth, ‘eMeTh,  אֳמֶת .  Here truth is more of an experience than receiving correct information (“All right. Who did it?”) or that kind of truth which is mathematics or science.  Truth is experienced as reliability. Truth is the reason for that reliability.  

Also, to be true is to be faithful.    
This Covenant Love united with Truth/Reliability as one, is the goal and end of God’s

story with us—the history of salvation. Notice Psalm 85:7 and 10. Verse 7: “Show us your cHeSeD (unfailing love),Yahweh…”  Verse 10: “cHeSeD and ‘MeTh (truth) meet…and ‘eMeTh springs forth from the earth.”  Covenant Love and Truth in this psalm are personified attributes of God.  It is amazing that this Truth which is Divine , from above, now “springs forth” from the earth. This is a prophetic indication of the 
Incarnation.  This psalm, understandably, is prominent in the liturgies of Advent.  

Also notice Psalm 130: 7 “…for with Yahweh is cHeSeD and with Him is full redemption.” This psalm is about the soul waiting for the Lord and placing hope in Him.

Also notice the prophet Micah 7:20 (the last verse) : “You will be ‘MeTh (true) to Jacob and will show cHeSeD (faithful love) to Abraham as You pledged on oath to our fathers in days long ago.” In the New American Bible, which is a standard edition for Catholics in the United States for Bible study and worship, this word is translated as “grace.” ( A comparison of the various English translations is sometimes surprising).    Of course, it is Micah 5:1-2  that is very familiar to us.  “But you, Bethlehem Ephratha…out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins (lit. goings out) are from of old, from days of ancient time (i.e. eternity).”  
As mentioned before, the Greek translation for cHeSeD is usually translated as “mercy.”

What does this “mercy” look like, what does it feel like?  This Covenant Love is not an attitude, feeling, or idea.  It is a Person-- Jesus Christ. Real mercy is fidelity in the gift of one’s love and presence.  The commitment with the heart to be “there,” to be available both physically and emotionally, both bodily and soulfully, for another. 
In light of the unity of Covenant Love and Truth, the first chapter of the Gospel of John, verse 14, Jesus is proclaimed as “full of grace and truth.” Notice that at the Last Supper
in the Gospel of John, 14:6, we hear those words of Jesus: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”  Can we hear those words again not as mere words whose content we fill in, but as those experiences of “I am the cHeN (way), the cHeSeD (truth), and the cHaNan (life)”?    
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