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Cultivating Our Divine Image
By: Rabbi Noah Gradofsky
Based on Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Quest for God'

See also: “Images of God in Judaism,”? my sermon for Kol Nidre night
5777/2016, and “Cultivating Our Divine Image,”?® my sermon for Yom Kippur day
5777/2016, both of which use many of the sources below.

Translations my own. Literal translations indicated in bold with additional words helpful for
translation in regular type.

1. Are Images of God Permitted in Judaism?
Exodus 20:3 A:D PUD mnw
Do not make for yourself any idol nor any image of that WX n3mn 921 299 77 apyn X7
which is in the heavens above, or that which is on the earth nopn Y82 WX Synn Dnw2
below, or that which is in the water below the earth. PR NORD M2 WK

Leviticus 26:1 N1 P95 NP0
Do not make for yourselves worthless gods, and idols and X% ;7282 991 02°%% 027 1wyn X7
sacred pillars do not raise for yourselves, nor place carved wunn X> noan 1280 209 PN
stone in your land to prostrate upon it, for I am the LORD -§ '7 >} °2 7°%V nigpwa? ooxxa
your God. o

Deuteronomy 4:16-18 I°-11 17 PP 23127
(16) Lest you stray and make for yourselves idols in nmn %99 032 ap vy Pnnwa 1© (Tv)
any likeness, the form of male or female; (17) the form 53 n°32n (1) 7223 IR 127 N2 HHY 22
of any animal on earth, the form of any bird that flies 72 5% 92 M3an PIR2 WK 02
in the sky; (18) the form of any creature that crawls on @23 %2 n1ap () MY VD WK
the earth, the form of any fish in the waters beneath the non» D732 WX 737 22 D20 TN
earth. TIRY

Numbers 33:52 21:39 PP 937Ra
And you shall dispossess all the inhabitants of the land from y87 °2v% %2 nx opyim
before you and shall destroy all of their carved objects, i.e. an®»@n %) nNX aR7aR) 02797
idols; and all their molten images shall be destroyed, and you %32 NX) 17280 0n5p» 7% 22 NX)

shall shatter all their altars. A7NYR anha
Isaiah 40:18 > PI0D % PID 1R
To whom will you liken God, and what likeness will you N3 72 >-8 %10 » %)
compare to Him? 112 1079n

! Quotations from Quest For God in this source sheet are from the 1987 printing by Crossroad Publishing Company,
New York, pages 124-127.

2 https://e-ark.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Kol-Nidre-5777-2016-Images-of-God-in-Judaism.pdf .

3 /https://e-ark.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Y om-Kippur-Day-5777-2016-Cultivating-Our-Divine-Image.pdf.
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Genesis 1:26 12 P00 N P95 NN
And God said “let us make man in our image, in our XYY DTN APYI DIP-X MNN
likeness. And they will rule the fish of the sea, the birds %3 7iv1 027 NAT2 3777 1DIATD

of the sky, the land animals, the entire earth and all that ©»97 ©»77 2221 IRT 2223 Npo2
crawl upon the earth.” PRI oY

Genesis 5:3 3 210D 77 27D NOwNN2
And Adam lived thirty and a hundred years and begat a son 729 MY DR DWOW aTR
in his likeness in his image and called his, i.e. his son’s, name NV Y DR RPN 12730 iniaTa
Seth.

R. Heschel, Quest for God p. 124

The symbol of God is man, every man. God created man in His image (7selem), in His likeness
(demuth). How significant is the fact that the term tselem which is frequently used in a
damnatory sense for man-made images of God, as well as the term demuth, of which Isaiah
claims (40:18), no demuth or likeness can be applied to God — are employed in denoting man as
an image and likeness of God.

Human life is holy, holier even than the Scrolls of the Torah. Its holiness is not man’s
achievement; it is a gift of God rather than attained through merit. Man must, therefore, be

treated with the honor due to a likeness representing the King of kings.

Rabbi Hechel asked a at a rabbinical school interview, “Did you see God today?* In light of
the above, how might you answer that question.

2. The Divine Image in Others

Genesis 9:6 ) 210D ¥ PID NOWNRI3
Who sheds blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, °> 79y in7 oIX2 o787 07 7V
for in the image of God, God made man. 07X DR APy 0on-) 7%
Deuteronomy 21:23 32 210D NS P 29137

This verse speaks of the corpse of a person subjected to capital punishment.

Do not leave his corpse on the gallows overnight, rather bury 9i2p ° yy3 %y in?33 Pon X°
him that day because a hanged body is an affront to God, 2 7>-§ n%%p °> X3 0i*2 12PN
and you shall not profane your land which the LORD your '7 %X 70278 DX Rpvn 82) "9n
God gives to you as an inheritance. D :71P01 77 103 TI0-

41 heard this from Brabbi Willian Lebeau, then the deal of the JTS Rabbinical School, I believe in a talk to incoming
freshmen in the undergraduate JTS/Columbia program in 1994. T imagine he was not the only prospective student to
be asked this question.
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Mechilta of R. Simeon b. Yochai

"

N3 7390 7''7 1 wnD wInaT 'on - 190 HRyBR 9297 Xnbion

How were the Ten Statements® given? Five on this tablet
and five on this tablet. It was written “I am the LORD
your God” and across from it “do not murder.” The text
demonstrates that anyone who spills blood, the text treats
as if s/he diminishes the likeness of the King . . . as it is
said, “Who sheds blood of man, etc., by man shall his
blood be shed for in the image of God, God made man.”

Leviticus Rabbah 34:3

7T M2 9Y ' N2 DOwY 1IN TY0D
TR DR NI - MY Y 'M
M HOW 2137 T ,A¥IN KD 17AI
PRI N7 VYV Yy .07 TPOww
WX+ W ... TR0 AT vynn
-X O9%2 0 "N OIRT 07T PW N0

7RI DR WY 007

2279 D (RIDM) 720 RPN

“If your brother is downtrodden . . . strengthen him . . . that
he may live with you” (Lev. 25:35)° this is what is written
“a righteous person benefits his soul.” (Proverbs 11:17)’
This verse applies to Hillel the elder, who, when he parted
company with his students was walking along with them.
His students said to him, “Our teacher, where are you
walking?” He said to them, “To do a mitzvah.” They said
to him, “What mitzvah is this?” He said to them, “To
wash in the bathhouse.” They said to him, “Is this a
mitzvah?” He said to them, “Yes, just as with a statues of
kings that they put up in theaters and circuses, one who is
given charge of them cleans and washes them and they
give him sustenance, i.e. he is compensated for his work,
and not only that but he is respected along with the great
people of the kingdom. I, who was created in the image
and likeness of God, as it is written “for in the image of
God God made man,” all the more so.

3> More commonly known as the “Ten Commandments.”

(X> /Pown/ aw) 87" T 001 K" 3
T 99 T7om wOR Wwo1 D
0 YT WDl Y aYwaw
'Y PR D 1R DY M TR
mwyL on% R 0 AR 1P
T2 MR T TIEA 77 99119 IR XN
OO0 Y 1MAR PIona D22 pamb
TNPOR AR 72 17 09 MR X7 XN
N22 MR DOTRYAY DY YW
T1ANIW 7 MIROPIR N2 NMIXYIY
12 77997 1 1P 1PN R ooy
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R. Heschel, Quest for God p. 125

"

This is a conception of far-reaching importance to Biblical piety. What it implies can hardly be
summarized. Reverence for God is shown in our reverence for man. The fear you feel of
offending or hurting a human being must be as ultimate as your fear of God.

Note this honor accorded to humans is not forfeited even by one received capital punishment. It

is not conditional.

Babylonian Tamlud Megillah 3b

2 7YY A 07 7953 NOOK Y923 TIbN

Rava said: It is obvious to me that as between Temple worship
and reading the Megillah, reading the Megillah takes
precedence . . . that as between Torah study and reading the
Megillah, reading the Megillah takes precedence . . . that as
between study of Torah and meth mitzvah,® meth mitzvah takes
precedence . . . that as between Temple worship and meth
mitzvah, meth mitzvah takes precedence . . . Rava asked: as
between reading the Megillah and meth mitzvah, which takes
precedence? Does reading the Megillah take precedence
because of publicizing the miracle, or perhaps meth mitzvah
takes precedence because of human dignity? After he asked,
he went back and demonstrated the answer: Meth mitzvah
takes precedence, for the master stated: Great is human
dignity, for it overrides a biblical prohibition.’

Babyvlonian Talmud Bava Metzia 58b

72y O RDWD  X2Y N
07V 77293 RPN - 793 RApm
- A RIPPY AN TMoN L. .
M0 .. L 7Y AN ROPn
LTV MR DR - XD DM AN
TN DA - XD DAY aTay . .
T RPN XAV VA L L L TY
XIPR 2927V 7010 O TR I
,RD%1 0D DWW TV 7%
DWW - 97V TIRN N RADT IR
270 R°W2T N2 72071720 7D
2 MRT ATV TR DR auwD
X? DX MW D172 72D T

O Amnaw awvn

2 7RV 73 0T RYOXA N33 No0R 933 70N

A Tanna said before Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak: Anyone
who publically embarrasses his fellow, is akin to one who
sheds blood.

Proverbs 14:31

92 :PA¥> 92 A1 277 7°HP XIN IN
T9IW 19°RD 0°272 1721 01D PPN

Rallah|

N2 P1OD 70 Pp hwn

Who oppresses the poor blasphemes his Creator, and one who is

gracious to the needy honors Him.

Genesis 5:1

wpy w97 pub
TN 137 17220

R P00 73 P75 NwNRA2

This is the story of the generations of Adam - on the day that God ¥92 072 078 n72iP 790 ]

created Adam, God made him in God’s likeness.

8 The burial of a corpse for whom kin are unknown.

DoI%-% MRT2 D7X DI0-N
SnR Ay

? Note that the in the Talmud, Rav bar Shava interprets this statement as meaning, in essence, that human dignity
overrides rabbinic law and, by extension, the biblical law requiring adherence to rabbinic law.
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Genesis Rabbah 24:7 7172 @D (RI99) 7737 NOWRI2
Ben Azai said: “This is the story of the generations of 37 Q78 MT2N 7DD 71 MIN R 12
Adam,” this is the major principal of Torah. Rabbi Akiva X3p) 2 ¥"1 702 7173 990
said: “Love your neighbor as yourself,” this is the major 7 9% 11,732 v7% nanxy (v
principal of Torah, so that one should not say “since I °n°ran X7 RN ROV 7702
have been put to shame, let my fellow be put to shame °n>%pnn Xy nwy an g
along with me, since I have been dishonored, let my fellow 2ox X2mn 2" ny >van Yopn
be dishonored with me.” Rav Tanchua said: If you do MA72 ,71an 7R 1% ¥7 D Wy
thusly, know whom you are putting to shame, “God made MR WY 0O9-X
him in God’s likeness.”

Rabbi Avraham Steinberg, “Midrash Hamevoar” '° sees Ben Azai as clarifying Rabbi Akiva’s
statement. One might read Rabbi Akiva’s statement to approve of acting against someone who
acted wrongly toward oneself. However, Ben Azai teaches that when one acts against a person,
one is also acting against God.

3. The Divine Image in Ourselves

Leviticus 19:2 2 P00 WY PIB NIPN
Speak unto the entire congregation of the Children of Israel  »7728) P87 °12 N7y 92 8 127
and say to them: You shall be holy, for I, the LORD your 'OIR WITR 02 IR DWW OvR
God am holy. Hambh R

R. Heschel, Quest for God p. 126 fn19
Judaism . . . insisted upon its worship being independent of art. It is life itself that must represent
the God of Israel.

R. Heschel, Quest for God p. 126

God is indeed very much above man, but at the same time man is very much a reflection of God.
The craving to keep that reflection pure, to guard God’s likeness on earth, is then the motivating
force of Jewish piety.

Deuteronomy Rabah 1:12 2%:R 7wAD (R192) 727 227
Rabbi Levin bar Chamma said: Just as one who worships WY M A X0 12 9 "R
stars, i.e. idolaters, is like it, i.e. like the false God, as itis said, Ymn> X377 "7 2°251D MY
“may their makers be like them” (Psalms 115:8), one who P omnd (WP 2°97N) NN
serves the Blessed Holy One is it not all the more so that he, X7 77"2p% 7200 on "N oww
1.e. the one who serves God, will be like Him, i.c. like God? NN W W 9
Genesis Rabbah 8:12 2%:77 7w (RI9M) 7729 NOwRT2

“And rule the fish of the sea” (Genesis 1:28): Rabbi Chaninah 2K X177 27 91K ,0°7 NA72 17N
said: If he merits, “rule” (r’'du) and if not, “descend” (yardu). °27 MR 1777 WY XY 177 797
Rabbi Ya’akov of K’far Chanin said: he who is in our image 111%%2 Xw DX 177 9907 2py°
and likeness, “rule” (r’du), he who is not in our image and P72 WRY DX TN UMAT
likeness, “descend” (yardu). 177 1M

10 9"mwn 0% IR0 WITH 7100
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Babyvlonian Talmud Sotah 14a

"

N TIAY 75 07 VIO NO0R 933 TR

Rabbi Chamma bar Chaninah said: What is the meaning of
that which is written, “Walk after the Lord Your God”?
(Deut. 13:5)!! Is it possible for a human to walk after the
divine presence? Is it not already stated, “For the LORD
your God is a consuming fire” ? (Deut. 4:24)!> Rather, the
text means to reflect (lit. “walk after”) the qualities of
Blessed Holy One. Just as God clothes the naked, as it is
written, “and the LORD God made for Adam and his wife
leather cloaks and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21); you, too,
clothe the naked. The Blessed Holy One visited the sick, as
it is written (immediately after Abraham’s circumcision), “the
LORD appeared to him in Elonay Mamre” (Gen. 18:1)!3;
you too, visit the sick. The Blessed Holy One consoled
mourners, as it is written, “And it was after the passing of
Abraham and God blessed Isaac his son” (Gen. 25:11)'4;
you, too, console mourners. The Blessed Holy One buried
the dead, as it is written, “And God buried him (i.e. Moses)
in Gay” (Deut. 35:6), you, too, bury the dead."

Babyvlonian Talmud Bava Metzia 85a

R LRPIT 272 RAM 027 NN
-X '\ ONMR 4 2T+ Nt
n7RY % wsor o1 HNohn oxnb
MR 720 XYM 200 MR 00
7791 WK P-R 700 +7 o°naT+
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R T DOWRAF 2007 L0090
P2 AR AR 1Bxmn noRa bR
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nmn o CANR M 4R PwRNat
14 y12 prx> NX 277K 7121 oK
m2p A"apn ;oohaR oM AnR v
2P 7% 237+ 0noT ,onn

.0°ND TP ANR AR 1P R7a MR

R 7Y 75 07 RYINR X232 noon vhaa 7iebn

One day, Rabbi Judah the Prince’s maidservant was sweeping
the house and young weasels were lying in the house and the
maidservant swept them away. Rabbi Judah the Prince said to
her: “Leave them, for it is written that ‘God’s mercy is upon all
his creatures’” (Pslams 145:9).

TNAR RWID RPN T ONAY
13 KW M LD 2T
TR T2 RWID RPY RNDWIDID
SV PRI 2000 Mpaw v

16 pwyn 93

4. Cultivating Our Divine Image

Isaiah 58:2-8 2 P00 RY PO yuun

They will do nothing evil nor perverse on all of My holy
mountain for the earth will be filled with knowledge of the
LORD as water covers the sea.

%2 WTR 3 922 NN 89w XY
D72 W2 PIP) DY YT PINT R
aola

7200 2 pap avat !
P70 121 372y0 INR) WHYD $2p21 1MAWA PRiYn DRI RN INR) 1970 2H7-% PP 0N

J=2 P02 T PAD 22T 12

IRIR 7R RIT APIR UK TI-% P 02

X PYOB 10 U5 nownaa

0¥ 0h 2R3 TR 2w RXITY R0 2R T YRR RN

N° 2192 72 P95 nowxos

PXY 07 K3 DY PUY YN 13 PUE NX D°-K T30 DTN N2 8 )
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How do we gain knowledge and understanding of God?

Heschel, Quest for God p. 7

We do not step out of the world when we pray; we merely see the world in a different setting.
The self is not the hub, but the spoke of the revolving wheel. In prayer we shift the center of
living from self-consciousness to self-surrender. God is the center toward which all forces tend.
He is the source, and we are the flowing of his force, the ebb and flow of His tides.

Prayer takes the mind out of the narrowness of self-interest, and enables us to see the world in
the mirror of the holy . . . by taking counsel with what we know about the will of God, by seeing
our fate in proportion to God. Prayer clarifies our hope and intentions. It helps us discover our
true aspirations, the pangs we ignore, the longings we forgot. It is an act of self-purification, a
quarantine for the soul.

Heschel, Quest for God p. 18

The main ends of prayer are to move God, to let him participate in our lives, and to interest
ourselves in Him. What is the meaning of praise if not to make His concern our own? Worship
is an act of inner agreement with God. We can only petition Him for things we need when we are
sure of His sympathy for us. In prayer we establish a living contact with God, between our
concern and His will, between despair and promise, want and abundance.

The word for prayer, 72°on (tefillah) is reflexive, meaning something along the lines of “to
evaluate oneself.” Does Rabbi Heschel’s description of prayer change the way you think about
the meaning of the word 779°5n?

Isaiah 58:2-8 77 - 2 PI0D 71 PAD yuw
And you seek me out daily and desire to know my ways ... °277 ny7) WA o 0P DN
wondering “Why have we fasted and you did not see, 3173y n°X7 X2) M08 MY . .. PNAm
afflicted our souls and you did not know?” Because on X¥nn 2n¥ 032 17 YN K9 2YHI
your fast days you do business and oppress your workers. 277 77 @An 02023V 92 von
You fast in strife and argument, striking with a wicked fist ... ¥ 79382 niag? MmN "M

. . Is this a fast that I desire? . .. Is the following not the 7 Xi%7 . . . 37028 DiX 727 7120
fast that I desire: loosen the fetters of evil, untie the cords "n3 y¥") Niag 0 ons M0 DI
of the yoke, set the oppressed free, and break every yoke. ©%2)2°Won o3z 2w nyin nimw
Is it not to break off of your bread to the needy and bring =n7% 2y7% 099 Xi7 ppin "vin
the wretched poor into your home, when you see a naked 770 °> n°2 X°2n 27170 20
person clothe him, and do not hide from your kin. :0%vnn K7 772am in°e) oy




