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“Cultivating Our Divine Image” 

 for Yom Kippur Day 5777/2016 (sermon) דבר תורה

Visit http://www.e-ark.net/rabbi/2016yk.html to like/share on Facebook. 

 
See also: “Images of God in Judaism,” my sermon for Kol Nidre night 5777/2016 

and my source sheet “Images of God in Judaism,” which presents many of the 

texts in these two sermons as well as some other related texts.  

http://www.e-ark.net/rabbi/2016yk.html. 

 

And the LORD spoke to Moses saying: Speak unto the 

entire congregation of the Children of Israel and say to 

them: You shall be holy, for I, the LORD your God, am 

holy.
1
 

ַּדֵּבר ֶאל ָּכל ֶאל ֹמֶׁשה ֵּלאֹמר:  ה'ַוְיַדֵּבר 
ֲעַדת ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְוָאַמְרָּת ֲאֵלֶהם ְקֹדִׁשים 

#1ֵהיֶכם:- אֱ  ה'ִּתְהיּו ִּכי ָקדֹוׁש ֲאִני 
 

 

 Yesterday, we talked about  the  להים-אצלם  (tselem Elohim), the divine image that 

inheres in all of humanity and how that divine image requires us to treat all human beings with 

dignity and respect.  Today, I would like to talk about how the divine image in each of us affects 

how we look at ourselves.  Once again, I will be discussing the observations of Rabbi Abraham 

Joshua Heschel in Quest for God. As we discussed yesterday, Rabbi Heschel notes that while 

Judaism forbids images of God, Judaism teaches that humanity is designed to reflect God’s 

image.  Heschel explains: 

 

. . . Judaism . . . insisted upon its worship being independent of art.  It is life itself 

that must represent the God of Israel.
 2

 

 

The craving to keep that reflection pure, to guard God’s likeness on earth, is then 

the motivating force of Jewish piety.
 3

 

 

So, what does it mean for us to reflect God’s image?  How do we represent God on earth?  The 

Talmud explains: 

 

Rabbi Chamma bar Chaninah said: What is the meaning of 

that which is written, “Walk after the Lord Your God”?  

(Deut. 13:5)
4
  Is it possible for a human to walk after the 

divine presence?  Is it not already written, “For the LORD 

your God is a consuming fire”? (Deut. 4:24)
5
  Rather, the text 

means to reflect (lit. “walk after”) the qualities of the Holy 

One, Blessed is He. Just as God clothes the naked, as it is 

written, “and the LORD God made for Adam and his wife 

ואמר רבי חמא ברבי חנינא, מאי 
 דכתיב: +דברים יג+ אחרי ה' 

4להיכם תלכו?-א
וכי אפשר לו לאדם  

להלך אחר שכינה? והלא כבר נאמר: 
להיך אש אוכלה -+דברים ד+ כי ה' א

5הוא!
אלא להלך אחר מדותיו של  

הקב"ה, מה הוא מלביש ערומים, 
להים -דכתיב: +בראשית ג+ ויעש ה' א

                                                 
1
 Leviticus 19:1-2. 

2
 P. 124 fn. 19.  Quotations from Quest For God in this sermon are from the 1987 printing by Crossroad Publishing 

Company, New York. 
3
 P. 124. 

4
  דברים פרק יג פסוק ה   

  #ֵהיֶכם ֵּתלֵכּו ְוֹאתֹו ִתיָראּו ְוֶאת ִמְצֹוָתיו ִּתְׁשֹמרּו ּוְבֹקלֹו ִתְׁשָמעּו ְוֹאתֹו ַתֲעֹבדּו ּובֹו ִתְדָּבקּון: -ַאֲחֵרי ְיֹקָוק אֱ 
5

  ברים פרק ד פסוק כד ד 

 ל ַקָּנא:  -#ֶהי- ֵאׁש אְֹכָלה הּוא אֵ -ִּכי ְיֹקָוק אֱ 
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leather cloaks and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21); you, too, clothe 

the naked.  The Holy One, Blessed is He, visited the sick, as it 

is written (immediately after Abraham’s circumcision), “the 

LORD appeared to him in Elonay Mamre” (Gen. 18:1)
6
; you 

too, visit the sick.  The Holy One, Blessed is He, consoled 

mourners, as it is written, “And it was after the passing of 

Abraham and God blessed Isaac his son” (Gen. 25:11)
7
; you, 

too, console mourners.  The Holy One, Blessed is He, buried 

the dead, as it is written, “And God buried him (i.e. Moses) in 

Gay” (Deut. 35:6), you, too, bury the dead.
8
 

לאדם ולאשתו כתנות עור וילבישם, אף 
אתה הלבש ערומים; הקב"ה ביקר 
חולים, דכתיב: +בראשית יח+ וירא 

6אליו ה' באלוני ממרא,
אף אתה בקר  

חולים; הקב"ה ניחם אבלים, דכתיב: 
יהי אחרי מות אברהם +בראשית כה+ ו

7להים את יצחק בנו,-ויברך א
אף אתה  

נחם אבלים; הקב"ה קבר מתים, דכתיב: 
+דברים לד+ ויקבר אותו בגיא,

8
אף  

 אתה קבור מתים.

 

Interestingly, much as we respect the divine image in others by treating them with caring and 

respect, we cultivate our own divine image through the same acts, by reflecting God’s care for 

humanity.  Ultimately, our goal is to be emissaries of God on earth.  In a recent opinion piece in 

the Jewish Week, author Temimah Goldberg Shulman tells of the vital nature of our role as 

reflections of the divine image:  

 

For without Mankind finding its power in order to reflect the divine’s mission of 

social justice, what is the Higher Power, but sitting in a vacuum, a celestial echo 

chamber of sorts?
9
 

 

 In a different section of Quest for God, Rabbi Heschel talks about the nature of Jewish 

prayer.  There, too, he also emphasizes that our ultimate goal is to be a reflection of God: 

 

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.   . . . 
10

 

 

I mentioned last week, when commenting on unetane tokef, that the Hebrew word for prayer, 

 is reflexive, meaning something along the lines of “to evaluate oneself.”  I used to (tefillah) תפילה

                                                 
6

  בראשית פרק יח פסוק א  

 ְּבֵא#ֵני ַמְמֵרא ְוהּוא ֹיֵׁשב ֶּפַתח ָהֹאֶהל ְּכֹחם ַהּיֹום: ה'ַוֵּיָרא ֵאָליו 
7

  בראשית פרק כה פסוק יא  

   #ִהים ֶאת ִיְצָחק ְּבנֹו ַוֵּיֶׁשב ִיְצָחק ִעם ְּבֵאר ַלַחי ֹרִאי:-ַוְיִהי ַאֲחֵרי מֹות ַאְבָרָהם ַוְיָבֶר5 אֱ 
8

  דברים פרק לד פסוק ו  

  ֶאֶרץ מֹוָאב מּול ֵּבית ְּפעֹור ְולֹא ָיַדע ִאיׁש ֶאת ְקֻבָרתֹו ַעד ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה: ַוִּיְקֹּבר ֹאתֹו ַבַּגְי ּבְ 
9
 http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/rosh-hashanah-and-shared-power-heaven-and-

humans#PWJsFYSOx7iGlZ0e.03 accessed 10/9/16. 
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 P. 7. 



“Cultivating Our Divine Image”  ב"ה 

© 2016 Rabbi Noah Gradofsky  Yom Kippur Day 5777/2016 @ Temple Beth-El of Rockaway Park 

3 

 

think of this as meaning that prayer was supposed to be a form of self-flagellation, but Rabbi 

Heschel shifts the focus from such a self-centered evaluation.  Prayer is not about “what have I 

done wrong,” or even “what can I do better,” but about “how can I reflect God’s will.”  When we 

refer to God as עושה השלום (oseh hashalom), Creator of peace, we are meant to reflect on how we 

can advance God’s design for peaceful coexistence on earth.  When we refer to God as  מלך אוהב
 ,the sovereign who loves justice and righteousness ,(melekh ohev tsedakah umishpat) צדקה ומשפט

we are reminded to champion justice and righteousness on earth.  Rabbi Heschel explains 

further: 

  

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.
11

 

 

 In this morning’s Haftorah, God says that the people don’t understand why their fasting 

has been ineffective and has not earned God’s favor.  God explains that the peoples’ fasts have 

failed because they have not aligned themselves with the Almighty’s desires: 

 

And you seek me out daily and desire to know my ways . . . 

“Why have we fasted and you did not see, afflicted our souls 

and you did not know?”  Because you do business on your fast 

days and oppress your workers.  You fast in strife and 

argument, and strike with a wicked fist . .  .  Is this a fast that I 

desire? . . . Is the following not the fast that God desires: 

loosen the fetters of evil, untie the cords of the yoke, set the 

oppressed free, and break every yoke.  Is it not to break off of 

your bread to the needy and bring the wretched poor into your 

home, when you see a naked person clothe him, and do not 

hide from your kin. 
12

 

ְואֹוִתי יֹום יֹום ִיְדֹרׁשּון ְוַדַעת ְּדרַָכי 
ָלָּמה ַּצְמנּו ְולֹא ָרִאיָת ִעִּנינּו . . .  ֶיְחָּפצּון

ַנְפֵׁשנּו ְולֹא ֵתָדע ֵהן ְּביֹום ֹצמְֶכם ִּתְמְצאּו 
ֵהן ְלִריב  ׂשּו:ֵחֶפץ וְָכל ַעְּצֵביֶכם ִּתְנּגֹ 

. . . ּוַמָּצה ָּתצּומּו ּוְלַהּכֹות ְּבֶאְגֹרף ֶרַׁשע 

ֲהלֹוא ֶזה . . . הֲָכֶזה ִיְהֶיה צֹום ֶאְבָחֵרהּו 
צֹום ֶאְבָחֵרהּו ַּפֵּתַח ַחְרֻצּבֹות ֶרַׁשע ַהֵּתר 
ֲאֻגּדֹות מֹוָטה ְוַׁשַּלח ְרצּוִצים ָחְפִׁשים וְָכל 

ֹרס ָלָרֵעב ַלְחֶמ- מֹוָטה ְּתַנֵּתקּו: ֲהלֹוא פָ 
ַוֲעִנִּיים ְמרּוִדים ָּתִביא ָבִית ִּכי ִתְרֶאה 

:ָעֹרם וְִכִּסיתֹו ּוִמְּבָׂשְר- לֹא ִתְתַעָּלם
12

 

 

 God says ְואֹוִתי יֹום יֹום ִיְדֹרׁשּון, that the people seek God out daily, but their prayer and 

fasting fails because they don’t really understand what God wants.  How appropriate, then, that 

this synagogue has a longstanding tradition of dedicating the Yizkor service and appeal to 

education.  Understanding God’s ways is the first step to following in those footsteps.  Isaiah 

dreams of a day where: 

 

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.
13

 

לֹא ָיֵרעּו ְולֹא ַיְׁשִחיתּו ּבְָכל ַהר 
ָקְדִׁשי ִּכי ָמְלָאה ָהָאֶרץ ֵּדָעה ֶאת 

13ְיֹקָוק ַּכַּמִים ַלָּים מְַכִּסים:
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 P. 18. 
12

 Isaiah 58:2-8. 
13

 Isaiah 11:9. 
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Through study, we gain understanding of God’s ways; through prayer, we align ourselves with 

those paths. 

 Quite some time ago I heard the story of an aspiring rabbi at his interview for admission 

to the Jewish Theological Seminary.
14

  The student rushed through his morning and ran up 

Broadway to the seminary for the interview.  He was taken aback by the first question, which 

came from Rabbi Heschel: “Did you see God today?”   

 Based on Quest for God, I suppose that at least one answer that Rabbi Heschel would 

have accepted was, “Yes.  I saw God this morning, when I woke up and looked in the mirror.  I 

see God each time I look at a human being in need, and I see God reflected in my deeds each 

time I offer a hand.  When I pray, I let God in my heart, and I pray that God’s image will be 

reflected in everything I do, in how I speak to and care for friend and stranger alike.”  As we 

draw toward a close of the penitential season, let us fill ourselves with knowledge and 

understanding of God and inspire ourselves to project the image of God into the world. 

 As we approach the Yizkor service, I would like to close my remarks by reflecting on one 

aspect of humanity that is most reflective of the divine.  In Genesis we are told: 

 

This is the story of the generations of Adam  -  on the day 

that God created Adam, God made him in God’s image.
15

 

 ֶזה ֵסֶפר ּתֹוְלֹדת ָאָדם ְּביֹום ְּברֹא 

15ָעָׂשה ֹאתֹו:#ִהים -אֱ  ִּבְדמּות#ִהים ָאָדם -אֱ 
 

 

Two verses later we are told: 

 

And Adam lived thirty and a hundred years and begat a son 

in his image in his likeness . . . 
16

 

ַוְיִחי ָאָדם ְׁש#ִׁשים ּוְמַאת ָׁשָנה ַוּיֹוֶלד 
. . . ֹוַצְלמֹו ּכְ ְדמּותּבִ 

16
 

 

An important part of our divine image is the ability to create like beings. In the literal sense, 

children carry the DNA of their parents, but that is the least of it.  Each positive lesson we teach 

to future generations will help project our divine image into the future.  With each lesson that we 

learn from our prior generations and put into action in our lives, we carry their divine image into 

this world.     

As we remember our loved ones today, let us remember their most holy aspects and 

aspire to perpetuate their divine image in this world even down to our next generations.  Where 

they triumphed in areas of spirituality, charity, kindness, honesty, and justice, let us live in their 

 Where they may have fallen short, let our  .(d’mut, likeness) דמות and their (tselem, image) צלם

personal growth move us toward the potential that came with the להים-צלם א  (tselem Elohim, 

divine image) that they passed on to us.    

As God chose to make humanity in God’s image and likeness, this year may we continue 

to study God’s Torah so as to understand God’s ways; to engage in prayer that genuinely aligns 

ourselves with those paths; and to draw from examples of the divine image that we saw in our 

loved ones; so that we might recreate ourselves in ways that more powerfully reflect the divine 

image in each of us.   
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 This story was relayed by Rabbi William Lebeau, then the dean of the JTS Rabbinical School, I believe in a talk 

to the incoming freshman class of the undergraduate JTS/Columbia program in 1994.  
15

 Genesis 5:1. 
16

 Genesis 5:3. 


