
Human Dignity-ze`ixad ceak

 :mz̈` `ẍÄ  dä ¥w§pE xk̈f̈ Fz` ̀ ẍÄ  mi ¦dl¡̀ m¤l¤v §A Fn§l©v §A  mc̈ ῭ d̈Îz ¤̀  mi ¦dl¡̀ ̀ ẍ §a¦I©efk:` ziy`xa

“And God created the human in God’s very image, in the image of God, God created the human,
male and female God created them.” Genesis 1:27

What does the image of God mean?
What is added by the repetitiveness in the verse?
What does it tell us about the status of men and women?
What do you think the relationship of this verse is to the tradition of human rights?
To the declaration of independence’s ringing phrase:  “We hold these truths to be self-evident
that all men are created equal”?

It is interesting to examine Rashi’s 1comment on the opening verse of Genesis.  Rashi quotes a
rabbinic midrash:

 ` weqt ` wxt ziy`xa i"yx
- ziy`xa dfd ycegdn (a ai zeny) `l` dxezd [z`] ligzdl jixv did `l wgvi iax xn`

 (e `iw mildz) meyn ,ziy`xaa gzt mrh dne ,l`xyi [da] eehvpy dpey`x devn `idy ,mkl
 ,mz` mihql l`xyil mlerd zene` exn`i m`y ,mieb zlgp mdl zzl enrl cibd eiyrn gk

 dpzpe d`xa `ed ,`id d"awd ly ux`d lk mdl mixne` md ,mieb dray zevx` mzyaky
:epl dpzpe mdn dlhp epevxae mdl dpzp epevxa ,eipira xyi xy`l

“R. Isaac commented: the Torah should have begun with the verse in Exodus,
“This month shall be for you the first month,” (12:2)  since that is the first
commandment given to all of Israel. Why then did it begun with the genesis of the
world?  “The strength of Your deeds You declared to Your people, to give them
the inheritance of nations.” (Psalms 111:6) So that if the nations of the world will
say that the people Israel are robbers since they conquered the land of the seven
nations, the people Israel would be able to respond, “All the earth is God’s. God
created it, and God gave it to whomever God thought worthy. When God wished,
God gave it to them; when God wished, God took it from them and gave it to us.”

What does this say about what is central to the Torah?
What does this say about national rights?  about universal human rights?

The Torah itself at times differentiates between Jewish rights and the rights of others.
`k-k:bk mixac

:KẌ¦i  x ¤W£̀  xäC̈  lM̈  K ¤W¤p l¤k`  K ¤W¤p s ¤q¤M  K ¤W¤p  Li ¦g ῭ §l  Ki ¦X ©z `l (k)
u¤x ῭ d̈  l©r  L ¤cï  g©l §W ¦n  lk §A Li ¤dl¡̀  'd  L §k¤xä§i  o©r ©n§l  Ki ¦X ©z  ̀ l  Li ¦g ῭ §lE  Ki ¦X ©z  i ¦x §kP̈©l (`k)

 :DŸ §W ¦x§l  dÖẄ  ̀ ä  dŸ ©̀  x ¤W£̀

You shall not take interest on loans to your kinsman, whether money or food or
anything else that may be considered interest. You may deduct interest from the
foreigner, but do not take interest from your kinsman that Adonai thy God may

1. Rashi:  Acronym of Rabbi Solomon the son of Isaac (Shlomo Yitzchaqi) , 1040-1105, France.  The most
frequently consulted Jewish medieval Bible and Talmud commentator.



The United States Supreme Court is
deciding a series of cases regarding the
rights of detainees.  The United States
Congress and the President of the United
States have argued that the rights
guaranteed in the Constitution including
the  right  of  habeas  corpus  apply  only  to
citizens of the United States not to enemy
combanants.  Similarly, the administration
has argued that American rights do not
extend to foreigners held by American
forces outside the territory of the United
States.  Compare these positions to the
variety of points of view offered in these
texts.

bless thee in all your undertakings in that land
that you are about to enter and possess.

(Deuteronomy 23:20-21)

What is the relation of the Jewish community and
the universal here?
Are there special obligations that one owes to

one’s own community?
Are there rights which one sees as due one’s
compatriots but not others?

On the other hand, it is interesting to see how the
the rabbis of the mishnah use the biblical verse
describing the human as created in God’s image:

 d:c oixcdpq dpyn
 eli`k aezkd eilr dlrn cg` ytp ca`nd lky jcnll icigi mc` `xap jkitl

 zg` ytp miiwnd lke `ln mler cai`2 `ln mler miiw eli`k aezkd eilr dlrn
 oipin edi `lye jia`n lecb `a` exiagl mc` xn`i `ly zeixad mely iptne

 raeh mc`y `ed jexa yecwd ly ezlecb cibdle minya zeieyx daxd mixne`
 jexa yecwd miklnd ikln jlne dfl df oinec oleke cg` mzega zerahn dnk
 jkitl exiagl dnec odn cg` oi`e oey`xd mc` ly enzega mc` lk rah `ed

.mlerd `xap iliaya xnel aiig cg`e cg` lk
The human being [Heb.: Adam] was created, at first, as a single person to teach us
that destroying a single life is the destruction of a whole world and the saving of a
single life is the saving of a whole world; also, so that no one should say to
another: my ancestry is greater than yours; and to teach us that there are not
numerous realms of divinity. It additionally teaches how great is the Holy One,
for a human being creates a mold from which to fashion many coins with a single
stamp and each one is exactly like the other, but the supreme sovereign, the Holy
One, has stamped each human being with the stamp of the first human, still no
one human being is like another.  Therefore, every person can say:  the world was
created for me.

Why do the rabbis refer back to Genesis?
How has the teaching of Genesis been expanded here?
What does this mishna teach about human dignity?

2. Printed versions of the Talmud sometimes add the word “Israel”, i.e. one who saves the life of a Jew saves the
whole world.  The manuscript readings simply say, “a person.”


