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Tzelem Elokim'

Every pathway for leading one’s life, whether

the mundane or the ethical,? whether com-
munal or individual, is guided by and predicated
upon the measure of one’s assessment of one’s
self-worth. A person who is small-minded, in their
smallness and lack of self-worth, will degrade
themselves and all of life to the point where one
might recklessly abandon oneself to physical
danger, without taking any caution, even in the
most trivial of circumstances. The opposite is
true of one who possesses a developed mind, who
recognizes his/her self-worth; such an individual
will cherish and love life. Such an individual will
try with all their strength to elevate themselves,
and elevate all of life with them.

This is the overriding principle: Awareness of one’s
[true] value is the essential aspect of life itself and the
essential measure of growth for every person who
walks the face of the earth. Thus, the great principle
(in the governing] of our lives is to be aware and to
know a person’s worth as evaluated by the Torah,
because, in reality, this is the true value of a person.
Indeed, awareness of this truth is the basis for our
spiritual service and growth, and through it we
possess the true yardstick for measuring every action
and movement — all our behavior, both generally and
specifically.

! The image/likeness of God (a reference to the creation story in Genesis 1:26).

2 The original uses the word “musari,” literally ethical. However, when the term musari is used
opposite chomari / mundane, as in this case, it has the connotation of one’s spiritual life.
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“He [Rabbi Akiva] used to say: ‘Beloved is humanity, for
he/she was created in God's image; an even greater love
is expressed [by the fact that] it was made known [to hu-
manity] that he/she was created in God's image, as it is
said (Genesis 9:6) “For in the image of God [b'tzelem
Elokim) He made humanity” (Pirkei Avot ch. 3).

This great love that is expressed by it being made
known to us [that we were created in God's image]
reveals the greatness of humanity and one’s true
value, essential worth, and one’s beloved status to
the Creator, may He be blessed. Because when one
carefully contemplates the nature and value of the
description, “Tzelem Elokim,” and probes deeply
to uncover its ramifications, one then realizes that
in truth one’s value is far beyond any good that
exists within the framework of all reality, in all
layers and mysteries of all creation both above
and below.

Now [with this realization] one can appreciate that
the investigation of all philosophers from the begin-
ning of civilization, to discover and know the trea-
sure of a person’s soul, and their attempts to measure
through their wisdom the greatness and value of a
human being, that their assessment and observation
never reaches to even the heel of [a human beings)
true greatness, of the “Tzelem Elokim” that the Torah
bestows on humanity. Because just as great as the
unfathomable value that is possible to evaluate and
recognize of God, Creator of the universe, may He
be blessed, so is the greatness of the value of the ap-
pellation designated to humanity in their likeness to
the Creator, may He be blessed.

Only from this recognition of [humanity’s] worth is
it possible to understand the enormity of the ethi-
cal responsibilities placed upon us, as delineated in
the guidebook of “duties of the heart” that we find
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in our holy Torah; an enormous and exalted system
of ethical behaviors, the likes of which do not

exist in any other ethical system developed by the
philosophers of the world according to their human
reason.

Only through this illuminated lens® can we gaze
upon the great* commandment of, “You shall walk
in His ways,” as explained by the Sages: [based on
the verse in Scripture] “This is my God and I will
build Him a Sanctuary’ (Exodus 15:2) — be similar
to Him. Just as God is compassionate, so, too,

you must be compassionate...” (see Shabbat 133b),’
[a commandment] that contains within it the
Torah's entire ethical system and of [humanity’s]
perfection® through being similar to God. No longer
does the question stand before us of, “How can a
weak and powerless person possibly liken oneself to
the Creator?”

For now we recognize and know that this command-
ment, to walk in the ways of God, is not a sovereign
decree forced upon humanity to be something one is
not. Rather, this great commandment is appropriate
to us, and [the commandment] together with the
knowledge, and the great love expressed by it being
known to us, of the [true] likeness and image of a hu-
man being,” [can now be understood] as the directive
to be that which we are truly ficting to be from our
original formation. [The commandment can now be

? Aspaklaria.

* Gadol in Hebrew. Here the intent is great in importance and all-encompassing in its breadch.

* Rashi derives this figurative understanding from the literal text by reading the word vanveihu
as ani v'hy, i.e, “Tand Him,” and teaches that this tells us that we should be [i.e., act] like Him

(God].

® The Hebrew term used here comes from the root Sh-L-M, which literally means “wholeness.”

7 As was elucidated earlier, there is the knowledge of one’s greatness and there is the additional
aspect of the love expressed by God in making this greatness known to humanity.
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seen as the requirement] to actualize the potential
within us — to be like that which our Creator likened
us to.

Awareness of this great love must be as a seal upon
our hearts, that we should never lose conscious
awareness of it even for the briefest moment. It is
incumbent upon us to toil with all our strength to
influence our essential selves® to love ourselves with
this same great love shown to us by our Creator,
may He be blessed, which extends beyond the love
for all [other] creations in the universe. With all our
abilities we must try to make ourselves [spiritually]
whole and to become the person we are in our true
form — outer like inner® — through realizing all

the potential residing within us, directing every
movement of our lives according to [the directive] of
being “similar to Him, may He be blessed,” until we
become the type of person through whom God is
glorified and declares, “See this creature which I have
created! This form that I have fashioned!” (Genesis

Rabbah, chapter 12).

8 Literally, our souls.

® “Quter like inner” references a discussion in the Talmud (Berachot 28a), but there the order
is reversed to “inner like outer.” By choosing this order, the Alter is putting the directive on the
outer and saying our work is to make our outer selves (our appearance, actions, etc.) like our
inner selves, which is inherently great. This subtle change reflects his core message that a person’s
outward behavior should reflect the inherent inner majesty of the human being.

10 The Hebrew text has "Ha'Dmut,” which means “the Likeness,” and is a reference to God, or The
Likeness. To distinguish between the terms tzelem and d’mut, we translate the former as “image”

and the latter as “likeness.”
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