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Judaism Social Change

JCI CURRICULUM: UNIT 1: CHAPTER 2 - B'TZELEM ELOHIM
LESSON 1: IN WHAT IMAGE

LESSON 1: IN WHA TIMAGE? (45-50 mins)

Goals:

For students to:

e understand the concept of Tzelem Elohim.
e appreciate that the concept of Tzelem Elobim is not trite, but actually quite radical

e grapple with the practical implications of this teaching.

Materials:
o chalk/poster board
e markers

e text handouts
Procedure:

Framing Exercise (10-15 minutes)
e Explain to the class that we can learn a lot about a person or a group of people by
listening to the story they tell about how they began.
o Ask the students to summarize the story of how the United States was founded.
What can we learn about the values of Americans by that story? Possible answers:
O We value freedom (don’t want to be ruled by the British).
0 We are a nation of immigrants (people came from elsewhere).
0 Taxation without representation is tyranny.
0 Centrality of ideas — esp. as written in the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution,
e  Write/uncover the following sentence. Ask a student to read it aloud.

Genesis 1:26 R 779 MwRIa
NMNT? NNYY DR NYYI ,D7P9N RN
And God said, “Let us make humanity in our image, after our likeness.

o Ask the class: What do you think it means to be made in the image of God? What
does it say about the Jewish people that this is our founding story about the creation of
the world?

e One answer to this question might be that we are in the image of God in that we
emulate certain characteristics of God.
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Framing the text study (3-5 minutes)

o Ask the class: Think about the characteristics that people understand to be aspects of
God. When we say that people are created in the image of God, which characteristics
are we talking about? Which are we not talking about?

e Draw aline down the middle of the board and list answers.

On one side, you may have answers like, “create, love, get angry, think.”
On the other side, you may have answers like, “work miracles, all-powerful, all-
knowing”

Text study (20 minutes)
Divide students into chevrutot. Pass out the Text Sheet (Sota 14a).

Class discussion (10 minutes)

Have the students share some of their answers to the discussion questions. Focus on the last
question: “If you were to really take the idea of b’tzelem elohim seriously, how would it change
you life?” If you built a society based on that concept, what might be some differences between
that society and our own?
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Appendix:

TEXT:

R 779 NVID NN -*H21 TINYN

RYM NPOYW INR THNY DTRY 1Y TWAR 311951 DINOR N INR 2XNIT RN RN 2272 RN 227
DYNIY WIAYN RIN NN N”APN HV PYIMITN INR PNY ROR RIN NHIR WR PAYR N INR) 91
2N5T P2 N7apn LMY WA NNR R DY MY MINI IMYRY DIRY DINHYR N wYN
MINR YN 2N5T DYAR ON2 17apn 02IN 9P INR R RINDN MORL N PHR R NOT 09N
IMIR 9297 1NOT 0NN 2P 17ApN DYIAR DNI NNR R 112 PNY? NR DNYR T2 DAIAR NN
10NN NP INR R RN

Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, said: What does the Torah mean when it says: “You shall
walk in the ways of the Lord.” (Deuteronomy, 13:5) Can a person really walk in the shadow of
the Divine Presence? Rather, it means that you should imitate the ways of God. Just as God
clothed the naked (as it says: “And God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed
them,” Genesis, 3:21), so you shall clothe the naked. Just as God visited the sick (“And God
appeared before Abraham [after his circumcision]), so you should visit the sick; just as God
buried the dead (as it says: “And God buried Moses in the valley”) so you should bury the dead;
and just as God comforts the grieving (as it say: after the death of Abraham, God blessed Isaac

his son), so you too comfort the grieving.
Babylonian Talmud, Sota 14a

WHAT THE TEXT MEANS:

e How does this text understand the practical implications of being made in the image of

God?
e  What do the actions that God performs have in common with each other, if anything?

e  What might the rabbis have been trying to say by choosing these examples of God’s
actions to emulate and not others (God's miracles, for example)?

WHAT THE TEXT MEANS TO ME:

e How might this fact or belief or vision, and the knowledge of this fact or belief or vision,
affect what we do and how we act?

e Ifyou were to really take the idea of b’tzelem elohim seriously, how would it change your
life? How might this sensibility or awareness shape your sense of self or your behavior?
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