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TRANSCENDENTAL AND TERRESTRIAL PERSPECTIVES 261

The Doctrine of God’s Image

How so? “Precious are humans, that they were created in God’s image. A spe-

cial affection they have in that it was made known to them that they were
created in the Image, as it is written, ‘In His image did God make man’” (Genesis
9:6).311

The person is a reflection of the supernal realm. The human image below corre-
sponds to the Divine Image above. According to Rabbi Akiva, “He who spills human
blood, Scripture regards such a person as though he had diminished the Divine
Image, as it is written, ‘Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed; for in His image did God make man’ (Genesis 9:6)."”? The midrash cites a para-
ble: A mortal king visited one of his provinces and the people put up a statue and
struck coins in his honor. Sometime later, they tore down his statue, destroyed his
coins and thus diminished his image.?

We quoted above the example of Hillel the Elder, who washed in the bathhouse,
because it was a mitzvah to keep clean the body that was created in the likeness of
God.* For Hillel, the doctrine of man’s divine image clarifies the nature of human
greatness; for Rabbi Akiva it teaches us about the Holy and Blessed One and the
extent to which human deeds affect what happens above (“diminishing the Image”).
Moreover, the expression itself, et ha-demut, “the Image,”(*] makes it evident that its
purpose is not to indicate the nature of humanity but to point to the existence of the
Divine. It is in this sense that Rabbi Akiva taught, “Because of his sin, man has no
possibility to know what the Divine Image is.”*

The ancients saw the reflection of God in all existence. They believed that the dif-
ferent elements of reality were not hermetically self-contained and impermeable. On
the contrary, every element was a reflected light of the Divine. All existence was a
harmonious reality, its various elements in a mutual relationship. However, there
were two approaches to this harmonious reality: one cosmological or immanental,
the other transcendental.!5! According to the former, the particular reflects the gener-

H UMANITY IS GREAT and precious in God’s sight, according to Rabbi Akiva.

1 Avot 3:14. 2 Genesis Rabbah 34:14. 3 M1 Bahodesh 8.
4 Leviticus Rabbah 34:3. * ARN A 39.

Pl The idea here is that humans have a distinction above all other creatures, even those that are
conscious of their surroundings, because only humans have a sense of self-consciousness, that is, con-
sciousness of the self. In Akiva's terminology, we are not only made in the image of God, but we
know that we are.

I The expression occurs in the phrase mi’et et ha-demut, or “diminished the Image."

151 Heschel here uses the transcendent/immanent dichotomy in the opposite sense from its usage in
contemporary theological discourse. For how the different usages are correlated, see the introduction
to this chapter and editorial notes in chapter 2, the section entitled “The Exoteric and Esoteric Per-
sonalities.”
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ality within the earthly realm; that is, the human microcosm corresponds to the
macrocosm.® But the transcendentalists taught that all the earthly elements had their
counterpart in the supernal world. Thus, man’s image and likeness were derived from
above; terrestrial man resembled heavenly man.”

This striking contrast in the evaluation of human worth is reflected in Rabbi
Akiva's view of capital punishment. In the Mishnah we read: “A Sanhedrin that exe-
cutes one person in seven years is called tyrannical. Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah taught,
‘One in seventy years.' Rabbi Tarfon and Rabbi Akiva declared, ‘Had we been in the
Sanhedrin, no person would ever have been executed.” But Rabbi Simeon ben
Gamaliel said, ‘They would have increased the number of murderers in Israel.'”?

The doctrine of the image of God has a powerful appeal, for it compares the like-
ness of the created to its Creator, the image of mortal human to the One who
brought the world into being.[®! This likeness is not only the secret of a human
being’s creation but is part of the very essence of the human'’s existence. In his very
existence a human being is a reflection of the Holy and Blessed One. This daring con-
cept became the basis for many of the popular maxims of the Amoraim. Said Rabbi
Simlai,!”] “Man’s body comes from the earth but his soul comes from heaven. When
he performs the commandments of the Torah and obeys the will of heaven, then he
becomes like the heavenly beings.”? Rabbi Simeon quoted Rabbi Joshua ben Levi as
saying, “Whosoever puts his trust in the Holy and Blessed One is privileged to
become like unto Him, as it is written, ‘Blessed is he that trusts in the Lord, whose
trust is the Lord alone’ (Jeremiah 17:7). But whosoever puts his trust in idols con-
demns himself to be like them, as it is written, ‘They who fashion them, all who trust
in them, shall become like them’” (Psalm 115:8).1°

The danger of this doctrine, which in effect teaches that man can become like God,
was obvious to Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish. To offset it, he was moved to teach: Moses
stated two things in the Torah that clarify our relationship to God. We read, “You will
always be at the top” (Deuteronomy 28:13). Does this mean that you will be like Me?
Impossible! That is why the Hebrew word rak (only) is used in this verse, to limit

¢ See Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, 7 volumes (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1909-38), 5:64ff.

7 See Zohar I1,76a.

# Mishnah Makkot 1:10.

¥ Sifre Ha'azinu 306, comment on ya‘arof kammatar.

1 Deuteronomy Rabbah 5:9.

1) Heschel adds: When Rabbi Akiva answered Tineius Rufus that human deeds are preferable to
God’s, this probably gives an additional nuance to Akiva's doctrine of being created in the divine image
(Tanhuma Tazri‘a 5).

See also the homily on Leviticus 26:12, cited in chapter 10: When God strolls in the Garden of
Eden, and the righteous hide in fear, God will say, “Why are you frightened of Me? | am just like
you!™ (Sifra Behukotai 111b).

71 A teacher of the transitional Tannaitic-Amoraic generation.
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