
Chapter 2 – Tzelem Elohim  
 
 
Two rabbis were having an argument some nineteen hundred years 
ago. The topic: What is Judaism’s most important teaching? What is it 
all about? Rabbi Akiva, among the most famous of all our sages, had 
a ready answer: “‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ (Lev. 19:18) is the 
basic rule of Torah.” His friend Simeon ben Azzai disagreed. “I know 
a more basic rule than that,” he said. And he quoted: “This is the 
book of human generations: On the day God created humans, He 
created them in the image of God (Tzelem Elohim); male and female 
He created them, blessing them and calling them humans on the day 
they were created” (Gen. 5:1–2).  
 
What is the meaning of this debate, and what is its historical context? 
We should note first that Rabbi Akiva stands in a well-defined 
tradition. Almost two hundred years earlier, Hillel had said, when 
asked to summarize Judaism “while standing on one foot” for a 
potential convert: “Whatever is hateful to you, do not do to your 
neighbor. The rest is commentary; now go and study.” Akiva is simply 
turning Hillel’s lesson around into the positive form. “Love is the most 
important teaching, and be sure to act on it. The rest will follow.” 
Some readers may know of another Jewish teacher who lived at the 
midpoint between the two of them and said, “The first commandment 
is ‘Hear O Israel, Y-H-W-H our God, Y-H-W-H is one. You shall love 
Y-H-W-H your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your 
might.’ The second is ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no 
commandment greater than these.”  
 
Akiva too seeks a Judaism based on love. Rabbi Akiva is in fact the 
great romantic figure of the rabbinic tradition. He is the one who 
insisted that while all of Scripture is holy, “the Song of Songs (the 
Bible’s great poem about romantic love) is the Holy of Holies.” (The 
tale of Avika and his wife, Rachel, is perhaps the only true love story 
in the vast corpus of talmudic writings.) Even when Rabbi Akiva was 
being put to death by the Romans, he called out to his disciples: 
“Until now I never understood why Scripture tells us to love God with 



all your heart and all your soul. Is not the whole heart enough? But 
now I understand—even if He takes your soul, you love Him.”  And 
with those words, he returned his soul to God.  
 
Ben Azzai has two concerns with Akiva’s formulation. The first is 
about love. How can I be commanded to love someone? There are, 
after all, some particularly unlovable human beings in this world. 
Certainly there are people who do some awfully unlovable things. Am 
I really transgressing all of Torah if I fail to love them? Suppose my 
neighbors act toward me in some vile and hateful way? Must I be 
expected to love them? Ben Azzai offers another answer: No, love is 
not required as the most basic rule of Torah. But remember that they 
are human beings, created in the image of God. Treat them that way, 
even if you can’t love them. Human decency should not depend on 
our ability to muster a feeling of love for the other.  
 
His second problem with Akiva’s choice had to do with “neighbor.” 
Suppose some follower of Akiva was to read that word to include only 
Jews? Or only pious, observant Jews? Or only people who 
interpreted the Torah exactly as he did? Ben Azzai offers a principle 
to which there can be no exceptions, since it goes right back to Adam 
and Eve. Every human being is created in the image of God. Love 
them or not, neighbor or enemy, you must treat them all as you would 
treat God’s image.  
 
“Why are graven images forbidden by the Torah?” I once heard my 
great teacher Abraham Joshua Heschel ask. Why is the Torah so 
concerned with idolatry? You might think that it is because God has 
no image, and any depiction of God is therefore a distortion. But 
Heschel read the commandment differently. “No,” he said, “it is 
precisely because God has an image that idols are forbidden. You 
are the image of God. Every human being is God’s image. But the 
only way you can shape that image is by using the medium of your 
entire life. To take anything less than a full, living, breathing human 
being and try to create God’s image out of it—that diminishes the 
divine and is considered idolatry.” You can’t make God’s image; you 
can only be God’s image.  
 



What does the word tzelem, or “image,” of God really mean? Tzelem 
is “image” in a representational sense, and it originally referred to the 
human form, both body and face. Hillel was once quoted as saying 
that a trip to the bathhouse was fulfilling a divine commandment, just 
like a loyal subject washing the statue of his king. Our body is part of 
God’s image, and we need to maintain it with honor. 6 Some versions 
of the early Aramaic translation of the Torah occasionally translate 
tzelem with the Greek loan-word “icon”; every human being is God’s 
icon. An icon, well known in the dominant culture in which Jews lived, 
is a depiction of God, a saint, or a holy scene that comes to bear 
within it the presence of that holy being, and hence is revered in itself. 
To call each person an icon of God is to say that each human both 
resembles and contains the divine form. Each person is to be held 
aloft, revered, and kissed, this ancient Jewish translation is 
suggesting, just as we have seen others do with their icons. (No 
wonder we have no images in the synagogue. The synagogue is filled 
with images of God as soon as we walk in!)  
 
In later times, the notion of humans as the divine image was given a 
host of more abstract explanations. We are beings of intellect, 
conscience, moral freedom, responsibility, and lots more. But the idea 
that God somehow wanted this world to be populated with these 
godlike beings called humans always persisted. It can be seen in the 
blessings for fertility recited at a Jewish wedding and in the 
abhorrence the rabbinic 	tradition developed for killing, including the 
use of the death penalty. Our task is to see that there is more divine 
image in the world, not less.  
 
The Torah commands that a criminal’s body not be left hanging 
overnight, because “a hanging man is a curse of God” (Deut. 21: 23). 
The sages interpret this to mean that God is somehow degraded 
when the human body, one that looks like God, is defiled. They 
daringly compare this to a tale of twin brothers, one of whom 
becomes king and the other a brigand. The brigand is properly caught 
and hanged for his crimes. But the king orders his body to be cut 
down, lest onlookers get the wrong idea. A similar theme occurs in a 
tale of Adam’s creation. The angels saw him, it is told, and sought to 
call out “Master!” thinking Adam was God. God had to diminish 



Adam, cut him down to size, so to speak, so there would be no 
mistake. The human being, every human being, somehow “looks” like 
God. 
 
There is an old Hasidic story about Reb Nahman Kossover, a friend 
of the Ba‘al Shem Tov. Reb Nahman believed that the proper way to 
remain close to God was to constantly contemplate the four-letter 
name Y-H-W-H, to see the letters of God’s name ever before him. He 
was a preacher, and when he looked out at his audience, he was 
able to see God’s name in every face. But then times changed; the 
preacher was forced to become a merchant in order to survive. In the 
marketplace, with the rapid pace of all the buying and selling, he 
found it harder to always concentrate on the name of God. So we are 
told that he hired a special assistant to follow him wherever he went. 
That person’s only job was to be a reminder. Whenever he looked at 
his assistant’s face, he would remember the name of God.  
 
What do you think that person (almost surely a man) looked like? 
Given the values of traditional Jewish society, he was probably not 
especially beautiful. Might he have been exceptionally tortured? Was 
it a tormented face that reminded the rabbi of God? Or was it 
something less dramatic, what in Yiddish might be called eydelkeyt , 
a combination of gentleness, warmth, and nobility? We’ll never know, 
of course. Maybe it was just an ordinary human face, another person 
made in God’s image. But he was there to serve as a reminder, and 
that was quite enough.  
 
The faith that every human being is created in God’s image is the part 
of Judaism that has taken the deepest root in what may be culturally 
characterized as the “Jewish soul.” Ironically it continues to exist even 
in Jews who are not sure if they can still use the word God or soul in 
any other part of their vocabulary. But they still affirm the lesson of 
Tzelem Elohim, the truth that every human life is sacred. It calls us to 
boundless respect for each human life, a valuing of human difference 
and individuality, and a commitment to fair and decent treatment for 
each person.  
 



This ancient Jewish belief has been reinforced by the equally ancient 
recall of Jewish suffering. The memory of slavery and liberation from 
Egypt, reinforced at every Passover table, is carved deeply into our 
souls, more deeply than we can see. It is no accident that bearers of 
Jewish names have been prominent in all modern movements for civil 
and human rights, including some that have turned sour. Many who 
carry those names are directly inspired by Jewish teaching; others, 
perhaps a majority, bear with them only a vague notion of Jewish 
tribal identity, especially the memory of persecution. Cognizant of 
their own ancestors’ sufferings, they seek to avoid such a fate for 
others. The fact that a large majority of American Jews, despite their 
rising economic fortunes, continue to support liberal and generous 
programs of social welfare for the poor and needy also speaks to our 
ongoing proclamation of this truth.  
 
Faith in Tzelem Elohim does not in itself resolve all our moral 
dilemmas. It can surely be argued that well-meaning people on both 
sides of such vexing contemporary issues as abortion, the right to 
die, the justification for war, and other difficult moral questions may 
bear the same legacy of faith in the sanctity of each human life. But it 
does demand of us that whatever position we take on these and 
many other matters be rooted in the truth that our Torah, reinforced 
by Ben Azzai, declared our most basic principle so many generations 
ago. 
 
	


