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You know how it is: it wasn’t until the third or fourth time that I actually began to listen to the

words of the song on the radio.

“God is great . . . God is good.”  I thought: “sounds like our prayer book.  Who is this Joan

Osborne?  Name certainly doesn’t sound Jewish.”

Then the next lines: 

What if God were one of us?

Just a slob like one of us

Just a stranger on the bus

Trying to make His way home.

And that’s where she lost me . . . kind of.

This morning is, according to the rabbis, the birthday of the world.  We read a few moments ago

of the story of creation.  We read that humanity was “created in the image of God”.  Despite our

focus these ten days on our failings, there is a powerful assumption underlying that focus: that

human relationships are significant; that each of us wields power in those relationships; and that

others are deserving of our respect - because they were created “in the image of God”.

We choose not to see God as a slob like one of us but, rather, to view each of us as possessing

some of the glory of God.  The Jewish move is not to bring God down to us but to bring us up

towards God.

In short: our tradition asserts that each person is unique,  imbued with dignity and deserving of

respect.   There is a fundamental equality between us.  Our responsibility is to honor that

individuality and to affirm that dignity.   If someone sitting next to us on the bus were, indeed

God - we would treat her with unsurpassed respect.  Ideally, we would show everyone that koved -

that honor - in each and every interaction we have.

In The Image of God

In the beginning . . . God created.  Over five days God created everything - the heavens, the

earth, the waters, the creatures, the plants - all leading to the sixth day on which God created us.

The text says: God created us in the divine image.  Not slobs are we, but rather partaking of

holiness.  Humanity is the pinnacle of creation.  Unlike anything else in creation, humankind is

unique.  
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Jewish anthropology begins there.  The remainder of the Torah portrays a struggle in which that

assertion is alternately affirmed and denied.  The goal, however, is without question: to affirm the

glory of God and the concomitant koved due each person created in that image.  The core of

Jewish tradition ever since has been an amplification. V’ahavta l’reyecha kamocha ani Adonai - love

your neighbor as yourself; I am God.

Three rabbinic commentaries amplify this teaching.

First commentary, from Pirke Avot.  Rabbi Akiva teaches: “Beloved is the human being, for he was

created in the image of God.”  As R. Shai Held teaches: “God loves us not because of anything we

do, but simply by dint of who we are.”   God does not love us because we build a successful1

business or rise to the top of our profession or get a 35 on our ACT.  God loves us stam - simply

because we exist.  There is worth in our existence.  There is merit that is unmerited.  Dignity is

bestowed upon us.

Second commentary from the mishnah: When a coin maker mints a coin, he casts one die and every

coin is like the next.  Right?  But when God created humanity, the mishnah continues, God did so

with the die of the first person - Adam - and yet not one is like another.” 2

In all of creation, Rabbi Held reminds us, there is no one else like you.  Never was and never will

be.  Your gifts are unique; your experience is unique; your viewpoint is unique.  Singular is your soul. 

In your existence itself and through those talents that you bring to the world you are

irreplaceable.  

This elevated stature requires, towards one another, respect and honor and love.

The third commentary asks the question: why did humanity begin with the creation of a single

human being - instead of a family or dozens or hundreds of people?

The answer: so that no one could say “my blood is redder than your’s.”  There is an egalitarianism

expressed here.  No one can say: “my ancestors came first.  I am more important than you are.  I

deserve more than you do.”  Rather: we possess a common lineage and we are equal in our dignity.

Abraham Joshua Heschel taught this: “when I injure a fellow human being I injure God.”  

The creation narrative provides a metaphor that expresses the dignity, equality and uniqueness of

each person.  The image of humanity being in the likeness of God helps us to make that awareness

a part of daily life.  Imagine the person next to you on the train; in the next cubicle; in your family

circle - not as a slob but as a reflection of God.  Then ask the question: how would I treat God if

she were sitting right next to me?
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Dignity and Respect in Our World

Please: take a look around the room.  

Imagine: each person here is created in the image of God.  Every one of us.

The French Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas survived a German POW camp.  He taught this:

the face of another makes an infinite moral claim upon me.  In other words: the meeting of one

human being with another creates responsibility.  Simply by virtue of our meeting, I become

responsible for his dignity.

This moral assertion becomes axiomatic.  It is a first principle.  In other words: anywhere that

two or more people meet, this responsibility obtains: in our personal life; in our society; in our

business dealings; in our politics.  We cannot bracket off an arena - our workplace, our sports

venues, our politics - and say “it doesn’t apply there”.  As a first principle it applies everywhere.

In our personal life:

Most of the time, it’s easy to like our friends, to love our family.  We respect their wishes, we

hold them in esteem, we want the best for them.  They bring goodness into our lives and we into

their’s.  

But sometimes that’s not so easy.  We’re selfish or insecure or unrealistic.  We’re angry or fearful. 

We bring home frustration from somewhere else and dump it on those we love.  We think: they are

needy, aggressive, self-centered.  

When we lie; when we gossip; when we needlessly criticize - we diminish their dignity.  When we

use people to satisfy our own needs or wants without consideration for theirs: we withhold the

respect due them.

To view each person as a world unto herself - that is the moral responsibility that starts at home.

In our society

Rabbi Saul Berman is an inspiring teacher of Jewish social ethics.  He cites his teacher, Edmond

Kahn, as saying that a just society ought to offer five fundamental human protections: 

1. the protection of life; 

2. the protection of the human body, including: food, housing, health care, education; 

3. the protection of property; 

4. the protection of emotional health; 

5. the protection of spiritual well-being.
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These are issues of basic subsistence.  A just society will provide them for its members.  It will

most particularly guard them for those who are vulnerable and unable to provide for themselves. 

We can disagree, politically, on the means to achieve these protections: is it through government

or through private giving?  But the mitzvah is to insure they are available to all, to maintain the

dignity of the one.

In our business dealings:  

I have a friend who is a small business owner.  He kept employees on well past the point at which it

was prudent to fire them.  But they had families to support.  They had worked for him for a long

time.  He felt a responsibility, an obligation to them.  Employees, he believed, were something

more than replaceable parts.

Do businesses treat their customers with respect?  Do they provide quality service or products? 

Are they fair in their prices?  Are they honest in their dealings?  Are customers only “consumers”

or are they something more?

Do businesses consider the impact their practices have upon the community?  Wal-Mart moves into

a small town : prices go down but it destroys local businesses.  Walgreens decides not to move its

headquarters overseas to avoid high taxes, keeping employment and taxes here.  There are human

consequences to these business decisions.

Benton Harbor, Michigan.  A company town: Whirlpool.  Whirlpool is sending jobs overseas.  The

population of the town has dropped from 50,000 to less than 10,000.  Where do they go?  The

unemployment rate might be as high as 65%.  Housing stock is in disrepair.  Whirlpool has used

eminent domain to tear down houses in order to build a golf course.  

Whirlpool wields power in Benton Harbor.  Its actions have an effect on people’s lives.  What it

does, matters.  So: what responsibilities come with that power?   

The business of business is not only business.  The business of business is also building the common

wealth: providing goods and services to people who need them; creating wealth for those who

invest in them; providing work for people so that they can support themselves.  The role that a

business plays in a community cannot be reduced to profit alone - not if our axiomatic principle is

the importance of human dignity.

In our political discourse:

Civic discourse ought also be civil discourse.  It is one thing to disagree with a policy or program

that we think wrong.  It is another to denigrate those who promote those ideas.  When we

condemn them as stupid or malicious we deny them their humanity.  Even those with whom we
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disagree are created in the image of God.   Yes, there are some whose actions are evil - but we

ought to be very careful in leveling that charge.

Let me give an example of respectful difference: abortion.  Personally, I believe that the welfare

of a mother supercedes that of an unborn child; that a fetus once conceived contains an element

of the sacred but does not attain the status of life until born; and that a woman ought to be

unhindered by the state in making such decisions.

The Catholic Church, on the other hand, believes that the status of human life is achieved at

conception; that terminating a pregnancy is murder; and that a woman’s freedom ought to be

limited by those truths and by the state.

I disagree with the Church but I respect its position.  Like mine, it is rooted in a respect for the

dignity of human life.  If life begins at conception then, yes, to terminate a pregnancy is murder. 

I do not want to take that lightly.  Murderous regimes have denied the humanity of others as a

pretext to killing them.  We, as Jews, knows that well.

My point here is not to argue the pros and cons of abortion.  Rather, my point is that one can

oppose strongly another position without demonizing those who hold it.  To argue ideas and policies

is fundamental to building a just society.  To engage in ad hominem attacks can only weaken the

fabric of a society and undermine the establishment of human dignity.

A commitment to dignity should inform our discourse about others.

One of my pet peeves is when we talk about the poor and the homeless and the disabled.  There is

no such thing “the poor”, or “the homeless” or “the disabled”.  There is, instead, this single mother

who doesn’t earn enough to meet expenses and this family that lost its home in the mortgage

fiasco and this man who needs supportive housing because of his intellectual limitations.

To speak of them in generalities is to rob them of their individuality and the respect they deserve. 

We remember that people speak about “the Jews”.

 

When we think about people of color; when we think about people who are lesbians, gays,

bisexuals, transgendered; when “we” - whoever “we” are - think about anyone who is unlike “us” -

we ought remember that they too are created in the image of God.

Immigration?  Those who are here and who seek to be here are not Mexicans or Guatemalans or

housekeepers or lawn guys.  They are not wetbacks or foreigners.  They are human beings - with

individual stories. 

It helps when we remember our own stories: how our grandparents came from Russia or Poland or

Czechoslovakia.  How they fled persecution or poverty; how they came to this country with no one

to greet them; how they lived modest lives and invested in their children; how they spoke only
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Yiddish and their children only English; how their children became successes and Americans.

And how some were liars and goniffs and thieves.

In our personal lives - 

In our society - 

In our businesses - 

In our politics - 

In our thinking about anyone who is different - 

When we affirm both our common humanity and our differences - we bring honor and dignity to

others.  

Conclusion

What if God were one of us?  According to part of the creation story Adam and Eve were equals. 

The Garden of Eden represents that ideal: humans created in God’s image; equality between them;

each deserving of the respect due God.

But: the story doesn’t end there.  Soon they leave Eden and the first thing that happens is that

one son is set against the other and Cain slays Abel.

The rest, as they say, is history.

The rest of the Torah, though, is the story of a commitment to love one another.

If Genesis begins with fratricide, it ends with the reconciliation of Joseph and his brothers.  

If Exodus begins with the enslavement of a people, the remainder of the Torah counters that with

laws meant to establish a society of justice and love.

In the middle of the Torah, centrally placed - comes the mitzvah to love one another.  To embrace

the uniqueness of another.  To give her the honor she is due.  To recognize that I am no more

important than he.  

In our families; in our workplace; in our society; in our politics - this is the principle that informs

all else.
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What if God were one of us?

V’ahavta l’reyecha kamocha - to love one’s fellow as one’s self is to sit on the bus and find that God 

sits there next to you - not a slob, as the song would have it - but an inspiration to recognize the

humanity of another and to treat him or her with unbounded honor.

I wish you a shana tova u-m’tukah - a year filled with goodness and sweetness.

May you find yourself often on the bus - with the Holy One of Being in the seat next to you.

Amen.

Endnotes:
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